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Prologue: The Water is Hard and Deep 


Three bodies hit the water. 


It was dawn in the south Atlantic. The sky was red with 
volcanic 


fire. The ocean was black. 


Twenty-seven-year-old Josh Banyan felt his bones break as 
he 


slipped under the waves. The man and the woman at his 
side sank 


unmoving toward the ocean’s floor. Josh reached out toward 
them, 


scrambling to help. The shattered bones in his hip and leg 
shifted. His 


mouth wrenched open in agony and the sea poured into his 
lungs. 


As consciousness was sucked out of him and his friends 
Slipped 


from his sight, Josh Banyan knew his life had just changed 
forever. 
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Chapter One: Fireworks over Warm Waters 
One year later... 


Fireworks lit the south Florida sky as midnight came to 
Pepper 


Key. It was Memorial Day weekend and while the summer 
was virtually 


endless in the Keys, the inhabitants celebrated the season’s 
rebirth 


vicariously for their northern neighbors. 


There were barrels of iced drinks, barbecue flames licking 
the 


dark, hot sky, and about fifty of Dominick Carlyle’s closest 
friends fully feeling the effects of too much wine, too much 
sun, and too hot of 


partygoers wearing too little of clothes. It wasn’t sex on the 
beach, but the general atmosphere was one of sandy, salt- 
kissed foreplay. 


Dominick was getting too old for this shit. 


The truth be told, Dominick mused from his bedroom 
window, 


was that he’d probably been too old for this shit for five, 
maybe six years. 


He had just celebrated his thirty-first birthday, and while 
there were plenty of similarly “old” codgers gyrating their 
hormones down on that beach, the fact was that Dominick 
no longer wanted to be one of them. It wasn’t that 


all his wild oats had been sowed yet. No. It was just that he 
craved 


different orifices in which to sow them. 


When he had made the mistake and told his old buddy 
about his 


wandering thoughts and fairly damn clear needs, the man 
had tossed his 


head back and laughed. “The gay bug done struck your 
ass!” Dominick 


had winced, plied the older man with another case of beer, 
and prayed for a liquor-happy blackout. He really needed to 
get better friends or a hell of a lot more beer. 


That whole debacle had been the impetus for the Memorial 
Day 


“gangbang” currently being contemplated down on his 
private beach. 


Dominick had hoped that if he filled himself with just 
enough alcohol and 


pointed his long-neglected cock in the direction of some 
female beach 


bunnies, he’d kick his ass back into good, old heterosexual 
gear. 


The plan had back fired. Literally. 


While gyrating a few of his own hormones down there on 
Sodom 


and Gomorrah Sands, Dominick had quickly realized that his 
cock was 


only having ideas of a back side nature, particularly of a 
male backside flavor. Try as he might, and man, did 
Dominick try, humping sizzling hot 


ladies in nothing but g-strings and beer buzzes just wasn’t 
doing it for him. 


After the third female of the evening had reached down his 
trunks and 


come back empty handed, Dominick had fled to the safety 
of his bedroom. 


He needed to think. He needed to think hard, and staring at 
that 


sexually heaving mass of humanity down there was like 
holding out a glass 
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of water to a thirsting man with no hands to take the 
damned drink. It was torture, and it was cruel, and fuck, 
Dominick needed a shower. 


Dominick locked his bedroom door. Hell, he barricaded it 
with a 


chair. The last thing he needed was for some overly zealous 
pussies and 


dicks busting in there and crashing his pity party. Dominick 
hadn’t thrown himself one of those since he was fourteen 
years old, and he had ended up 


in the emergency room with chicken pox three hours before 
the much 


heralded and much filled-out Rebecca Lynn Howard’s 
swimming party. 


That night he had drowned his sorrows in kool-aid, two 
smokes and a 


girlie magazine. Man, how simple had life been then. A night 
of puking up 


his guts and spreading pox where no pox should go on any 
young man, and 


all was relatively well with the world the next day. 
Dominick suddenly dropped his chin to his chest and sighed. 


Nobody had told him his thirties were going to be worse 
than puberty. As 


he angrily stripped off his clothes, he vowed to the world 
and its cosmic 


jokesters, “So help me, if you change my voice again, I’m 
kicking 


somebody’s ass.” 


Surprising just about everyone who met him, Dominick 
Carlyle 


was a doctor. He was a damn good doctor, too, although he 
would be the 


first to admit he hadn’t given the world a chance to know it 
yet. His 


grandmother would have said he was hiding his light under 
a bushel, the 


bushel in this case being sparsely populated Pepper Key and 
its seasonal 


though extremely high-paying snowbird population. 


As the winter came and gone, so did Dr. Carlyle’s patients. 
The 


so-called snowbirds would sweep down from their northern 
haunts to the 


warm Gulf waters just about the time the first snowflake 
flew up north. 


Snowbirds came in all kinds of feathers. Those who 
migrated to Pepper 


Key were well-off retirees that could afford to rent one of the 
dozen very nice beachside homes that circled the islet. 


Dominick was the only doctor on the picture perfect spit of 
land. 


He was the only one who could treat their jellyfish stings or 
their 


headaches from too much sun. For the Pepper Key migrants, 
it was either a 


trip to Doc Carlyle’s or a jaunt to the emergency room an 
hour down the 


road. Dominick made out like a bandit. 


His life was good here. It was easy. He held exactly forty 
office 


hours per week and in peak season averaged ten patients 
every five days. 


Yep, it was good, it was easy—and it was boring. Dominick, 
however, 


hadn’t quite admitted out loud to that last part just yet. 


Stepping into the cloud of steam and pounding water that 
was his 


shower, Dominick threw his head back and sighed. This was 
exactly what 


his body needed: pinpricks of scalding heat bleeding his skin 
and its pores free from the stress of being untouched, the 
wet massage of thousands of 


nameless fingers as they clawed their way into his willing 
body, the 
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cocoon of rushing sound as the shower encapsulated his 
naked body, his 


mind, his senses within its roaring folds. 


It was heaven. Dominick Carlyle wanted to see the stars. 
Slapping 

his hand across the fogged pane of the shower’s half-length 
window, a 


streak of glass was freed from the steam’s thrall. His gaze 
fell through it immediately. 


Colored fire still lit the night sky. The stars were obscured, 
the 


heavens lost. Dominick’s eyes tumbled back to earth, back 
to the turn-of- 


the-century house that was his neighbor. 
The old place had survived dozens of hurricanes, scores of 


scorching summers, and five years of sheer and total 
abandonment. 


Dominick had believed nature would have taken the house’s 
possession 


long before another tenant chose it as home. He had been 
wrong. 


Two days ago, a moving van had pulled up into its 
overgrown 


driveway and had gifted to the house a mattress, a couch, 
and about ten 


healthy boxes. The van had also left behind a man, or so his 
housekeeper 


had told him. She had given him no details beyond that. The 
pout on her 


motherly face had been the only sign of disappointment she 
had apparently 


allowed herself as to the new neighbor’s gender. She had 
always held out 


hope that “her doctor” would one day find his good woman. 
Dominick 


snickered into the manmade rain. “Scarlett, you and my 
dick sure are 


facing a heap of disappointment.” 


Before that road of future regret could be ventured down too 
far,a 


light flicked on in a second-floor window next door. Dominick 
immediately leaned a little closer into the glass. 


For the five years Dominick had called this Key home, he 
had 


never once seen a light on in his neighbor’s house. Most of 
the time, he 


forgot the old structure was even there. He never thought 
twice of walking around his bathroom nude, even though all 
of the windows faced the 


empty thing. The house had always been a nonentity to 
Dominick—until 


tonight. 


Tonight, light and dusty windows skewed everything inside. 
The 


room was a library. Bookcases lined the walls but they all 
appeared 


squiggly, like some kind of weird earthquake had twisted the 
laws of 


physics and left the shelves warped but still sturdy. The 
books were in the same shape. Their multicolored spines 


dotted the would-be walls in muted 


colors.. Oddly, the room had no furniture in it. Not even a 
chair ora 


stepstool was present. With nothing to climb upon to extend 
reach, the 


highest of the shelves were essentially abandoned to the 
spiders and their dust—or so any sane man would surely 
attest. Surely. 


Dominick bumped his nose on the glass of the window. 
There was 


a man climbing up the bookshelves. He was actually scaling 
up the books 


like some kind of Tarzan. Yes, Tarzan. The man was shirtless 
and 
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Dominick didn’t know of any other comic book heroes who 
toiled topless. 


Although if more were built like this guy, he’d bet the dress 
code in comic book land would become a lot less restrictive 
and a lot more X-rated. 


Even through the warped windows, the mottled dust, and 
the 


steam of the shower, Dominick could honestly say he’d 
never witnessed 


such male beauty in motion. 


Stretching up and to the side, searching for some kind of 
hand 


hold, Dominick’s neighbor, wearing just jeans and sneakers, 
slowly 


crawled up the library’s old shelves. The muscle play behind 
the taut skin, the sinuous curves of the spine, the cleft of 
ass cheeks peeking out from 


the waistband of jeans determined to ride low were all too 
much. 


Dominick’s own frustrated dick wasn’t going to survive. 
Without a grain of decorum left in its suddenly giddy head, 


Dominick’s cock leapt skyward, pre-come leaking out of it 
with every 


pulse of his suddenly thundering heart. The arousal hit him 
so fast that for a second his world swam. He clung to the 
rim of the window. He closed 


his eyes and fought for real breaths instead of harried 
gasps. 


Finally, the Earth righted itself. Dominick’s focus returned 
like a 


slap in the face. He snapped his eyes open and looked back 
through the 


window. 


The man was gone. The books on that forbidden top shelf 
were 


missing too, a clue that Dominick’s Tarzan had indeed 
accomplished his 


mission. While his mind applauded the neighbor’s fortitude, 
his strength of conviction, his never-say-die attitude, 
Dominick’s cock really, really just wished the man’s success 
had been a little bit longer in the coming. 


Speaking of coming. 
With his trusty right hand clamping down on the base of his 


trigger and his left hand cradling balls he refused to allow to 
turn blue, Dominick turned back into the rush of hot water 
and steam. He was going 


to let the shower and his hands take him to where Tarzan in 
his low-cut 


jeans had only teased. 


Abandoning the idea of a slow work-up as more torturous 
than 


pleasurable in this situation, Dominick jumped into the 
masturbatory 


proceedings at full pumping speed. Up and down his palm 
rode his shaft 


with a vigor deserving of the term manic. Lids at half mast, 
he kept the 


world at a distance as his eyes purposefully lost focus. The 
shower, its tiled walls, the window, even the water blurred 
out of his consciousness, 


becoming only a fuzzy background to the most primal of 
sensations. 


The friction of the rough lines of an eager hand burning its 
fingerprints, its palm prints, its ridges and rises into the 
tender, reddened flesh of a penis bursting at its silently 
waling pores— 


The play of feverishly churning muscles under his skin. His 
abs, 


his pecs, his glutes all clenching and releasing, clenching 
and releasing— 
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The head rush of blood deserting brain for cock— 

The first pinpricks of pleasure as they gently blossomed and 
teased in regions both nether and maddening— 


The loss of steady breath as lungs deserted the life’s cause 
for the 


siren call of a nearing orgasm— 


The scratching and soul-tearing clawing of cream as it 
burned 


itself free from the body’s meager restraints— 
The eruption of hot seed into hotter, steaming air— 
The wracking pleasure— 


The ragged gasping— 


The spots of fire exploding across eyes and mind— 
The sucking of strength out of bones, out of joints, out of all 
resolve to stand and take the fucking like a man— 


The sudden meeting of hard tile to wet ass as Dominick 
Carlyle 


sank to the shower’s floor and quaked. 


* OK OOK OX 


The earth had quaked beneath him. That, Josh Banyan did 


remember clearly. The rest of the shit was just a blurry mess 
of blood, 


bone, and pain. A fair level of stupidity had also been 
thrown in there, but he chose to ignore that. 


Josh ignored a lot of things. In fact, he chose to ignore 
anything 


that made him wince in remembrance or itch in concern. It 
wasn’t so much 


a matter of machismo as it was a matter of survival. When 
you're about to 


dump your ass into a volcano for the sake of scientific 
query, the last thing you could do was think about it. You 
just did it. If you happened to survive it, well, hooray for 
you. If you didn’t, somebody damned well better have 


saved your notes. Yeah, Josh might go down, but he was 
going to leave a 


hell of a lot of footnotes in his wake. 

In middle school, they had called him a nerd. 

In high school, they had called him a scholar with latent jock 
tendencies, i.e. a hot nerd. 


In college, they had called him valedictorian twice before 
finally 


calling him doctor. The “hot” was ratcheted up to 
“mysterious” as his 


thesis had taken him to some of the farthest flung places in 
the world. 


Yeah, and that was what had led to the volcano, the quaking 
earth and the 


blood, bone, and pain blur of shit. 


Josh Banyan was a volcanologist. While it was a vocation 
that 


elicited a lot of “ooh’s” and “ah’s,” it was a damn hard one 
to master. It usually took a lifetime of study just to be 
considered good in the field. Josh was already considered 
great. His peers called his supposed excellence 


fact. Josh scoffed and called it drunken rumor. 
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Josh had been born in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. He was one of 
four 


kids. His parents were hard-working, middle-class people 
who had loved 


their kids enough to let them fly in their own unique 
direction. Meanwhile, mom and dad had busied themselves 
with soup suppers and church 


politics. His parents always showed up for graduations and 
award 


ceremonies, though. If they occasionally forgot for which 
child the event 


was for, it wasn’t due to a lack of caring, only a lack of 
proper scheduling. 


After graduating a year early from high school and 
celebrating 


that with a couple of years of senseless partying at the 
University of 


Wisconsin, Josh had gotten his shit together and graduated 
at the top of his class. Brown University in Rhode Island had 
been his next stop. He had 


excelled in graduate school and had his choice of fine career 
opportunities come graduation. This, however, was where 
Josh veered off the proverbial 


beaten path. 
Shield volcanoes were his specialty, the long, low kinds that 


seeped slow-moving lava over miles and miles of land. 
Hawaii was famous 


for them. The state had even made them into a tourist 
enterprise. It would have been easy to study Kilauea or any 
of its four Hawaiian siblings. Great weather, no passport 
required, planes from all over the world departing and 
arriving on strikes of every quarter hour. 


Easy. 


Josh Banyan, however, didn’t do easy. Never had, never 
would. 


As most of his colleagues were mulling over 
accommodations in 


the Aloha State, Josh and his backpack were tucked away in 
a far corner of an old and very slow fishing boat chugging its 
way from Cape Town, 


South Africa, to the tiny, volcanic island of Tristan da Cunha. 


With two hundred and sixty-four inhabitants, no airports, 
and no 


neighbors for one thousand, seven hundred and fifty miles, 
volcanologists 


rarely picked the volcano dubbed Queen Mary’s Peak as the 
ideal place to 


set up scientific shop. In fact, the island’s main claim to 
fame was its title as the most isolated inhabited place in the 
whole world. 


No, Josh Banyan did nothing easily. It was this mindset of 
always 


traveling the hard road that had marked his body 
permanently and bruised 


his heart terribly. 
That was in the past, however—or at least he had been 


successfully putting it back there until his less-than-stellar 
dismount from the bookcase only moments before. 


After flinging down all the books off the top shelf down to 
the 


floor, he had started the descent himself. While the days 
when he would 


have just leapt from his eight- or nine foot-mount were long 
gone, he still considered himself lithe in most aspects of 
physical activity. If he could climb up a bookcase he sure as 
hell could climb back down. No problem. 
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Yeah, well, we all know what follows the infamous “no 
problem” 


statement. 


Left foot stepped down on a corner of a magazine which 
sent right 


foot and its damn troublemaking hip straight down to the 
hardwood floor. 


Josh didn’t scream. It was more of a primal roar. Picture a 
sabre- 


tooth tiger leaping off of a snowy embankment onto the 
back of a wooly 


mammoth. Yep, it was that kind of yell. The little rat bastard 
of a mouse 


that shared his new abode, however, thought differently. 
Josh could have 


sworn he saw a snicker on the beady little face as he 
sauntered by Josh’s 


writhing body. Oh, yeah. Josh was getting a gun. 


As if on cue, the sky lit up with the newest batch of 
controlled 


explosives. It was a pretty sight, lying here on the hard floor, 
flat on his back, his hip aching down to its bone marrow. 
“Damn it!” He pounded his 


fist against the floor. Dust rose up from the wood planks. 
Josh coughed, 


then sneezed. Twice. “One more fucking thing goes wrong 
and I'll—” 


Yeah, well, we all know what follows that kind of bull-headed 
statement. 

Josh Banyan suddenly smelled smoke. 
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Chapter Two: A Towel, a Spark, and a Fist 


“Nicky!” The barrel voice from behind his bedroom door 
rumbled 


again. It was for the twelfth time, if Dominick’s ability to 
count hadn’t 


shot out of his body with that last load of come. “Man, 
you've gotta open 


up!” 
The fact that Patrick hadn’t yet remembered how to actually 


knock on a door, instead just standing there screaming at it, 
pretty much 


laid out to Dominick just how wasted his friend truly was. No 
good could 


possibly come from a face-to-face with a three-hundred- 
pound ex-cop 


soused to his gills. On the other hand, if the guy did re-grow 
a brain cell in the next hour and decide to put his fist to 
Dominick’s bedroom door, the 


cost of repairs just might outweigh the annoyance of a post- 
coital 


Dominick having to chat with a drunken “man mountain.” 


“Nickyyyyyyy!” 


With a towel wrapped around his waist, “Nicky” flung open 
his 


door. “Patrick, what the hell?” Dominick asked plaintively. 


The large man stuck his hands into the pockets of his cargo 
shorts 


and actually whimpered. “Sorry, man, but | just fire bombed 
your 


neighbor’s house.” 


After the initial shock had died down to a mere cardiac 
event and 


after Dominick got Patrick to quit weeping, the truth of the 
incident did 


manage to worm its way to the surface. The so-called “fire 
bomb” was a 


“mess of fireworks and sparkling shit” that had accidentally 
misfired from the designated launch pad on the beach. It 
just so happened that the ball of flame had misfired straight 
into the house next door. 


“Man, | think | killed that window.” 


Dominick left Patrick murmuring his confession as he tore 
down 


the stairs and out his side door. 


Dominick was busy congratulating himself on remembering 
to 


grab the kitchen fire extinguisher when he slid up to his 
neighbor’s door. 


He felt a very discernible draft hit his privates. The fact that 
he was just wearing a towel hit him at the exact moment 
Tarzan swung open his front 


door. 


* OK OOK x 


Fire motivates a man. It gets his blood pumping, his legs 
moving, 


his damn hip off the damn floor. 


While Josh had guessed that the sudden smoky flavor to the 
dust 


in the house’s air probably had something to do with the 
Carnival of good 


times next door, he sure wasn’t about to just lie there 
banking his life on a hunch. He had at least learned that 
much from the accident a year ago. 
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Although he did manage to get off his ass, it was neither a 
pretty 


nor a short ordeal. In fact, it hurt like hell. Josh was still busy 
cursing the medical field in general and volcanologists by 
name as he limped toward 


the broken window in the kitchen. 


He bit his lip as “Those damn kids!” nearly made it out of 
his 


mouth. He was not turning into his father before he’d even 
clipped year 


thirty. 


Somehow he managed to bend down and retrieve the spent 
bundle 


of fireworks. It was still smoking. He was just about to drop 
it into the sink when there was a mad pounding at the front 
door. 


Suspecting his unexpected visitor had something to do with 
the 


fiery projectile, Josh carefully carried it to the door with him. 
The 


wisecrack was out of his mouth before the door had finished 
its opening 


arc. “Lose something?” Josh asked as he held out the 
firecracker for his 


visitor’s inspection. 


Instead, Josh quickly found himself the one doing the 
inspecting. 


There was a naked man at his door. True, there was a towel 


involved, but it was so small that its duties were, frankly, 
negligible. What it attempted to cover, however, was not 
small. Josh swallowed. It wasn’t 


Small in the nary least. 


Admittedly, it did take a few seconds for him to tear his 
gaze 


away from the girth bursting through the terry cloth. When 
he did, he 


found the rest of the package was just as impressive. 


The man was a literal Michelangelo in the flesh. God’s 
personal 


chisel marks were all over this guy. Even his belly button 
had a certain 


savoir faire about it. The six-pack of abs themselves were a 
work of divine art. They rippled with each breath, and the 
man breathed a lot. 


The pecs, well, words really couldn’t do them justice. They 
were 


sleek and smooth, buttery leather over marble. 


The dark brown nipples looked hard. They looked damn 
delicious. 


Broad shoulders led to arms worthy of sketching. A tattoo of 
some 


kind circled his right bicep. The details of it were 
unfortunately lost to the dark. 


The man’s thighs were ungodly. Enough said. 


Then, there was the face. It was sinful beauty. Strong 
cheekbones 


held up a rugged, square jaw. The pale pink lips rested 
Slightly apart. The nose was remarkably unremarkable, 
leaving all further attention to the 


man’s eyes. They were brown with tiny specks of gold 
sprinkled about. 


There appeared to be no rhyme or reason to the flecks’ 
placement. The 


gold just swam around the milk chocolate brown with lazy 
abandon. Even 


his dark brown hair seemed to have been blessed with such 
gold, as light 


brown strands took on a glossy shine next to their rich 
umber counterparts. 


In short, the naked man at Josh’s door was smoking hot. 
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Speaking of smoking, there was still the small matter of the 


smoldering firecracker Josh held between his fingers. He 
handed the 


remains to the guy in the towel. Josh smiled sweetly. “Sorry. 
Didn’t mean 


to interrupt your fuck.” 


The man’s mouth dropped open. Unfortunately, his towel 
did not 


follow suit. 


Josh didn’t understand the guy’s surprise. The logic was 
pretty 


easy to follow, after all. Josh doubted the man had been 
setting off Roman candles from his shower. A little sex on 
the beach action between match 


strikes, however, Josh could see. An unexpected burst of 
passion and 


whammo, fireworks would have been shooting through a 
window not the 


night sky. He held up his hands in a sign of commiseration. 
“Hey, aman 


has his needs. Perfectly understandable. Just next time, try 
pointing your rocket away from me, okay?” 


“My rocket?” The man finally spoke. He spoke slowly. Very 


Slowly, like his tongue was covered in molasses or some 
other equally 


stunting fluid. 


Lucky bastard. No wonder the guy was still stuck in a low 
gear. 


“Yeah, your rocket, or whatever you guys Call it.” Hell, Josh 
didn’t know 


the correct terminology for fireworks stuff. 


“You guys?” This time he brought with him a scowl. Damn, 
but if 


even that didn’t look good on him. 


If Josh didn’t know better, the guy almost looked insulted. 
He 


tried to soothe. “Sorry, man. Didn’t know there was a name 
for you.” It’s 


not like it was common knowledge what Roman candle 
revelers were 


Officially called. “I’ve never done it myself.” 
“Never?” The guy looked floored. 


Sure, it was a pretty pitiful admission, but nerds, even so- 
called 


hot nerds, didn’t get a lot of opportunities for shooting off 
fireworks 


around the senior class bonfire. The confession did not, 
however, deserve a guppy face. 


Josh was getting a little peeved. “No. Never had the desire 
to, 


either.” Well, that was a lie, sort of. Josh had never really 
considered 


lighting the night sky up with poorly controlled explosives. It 
seemed a 


little underwhelming after watching a volcano blow its top. 
He shrugged. 


“Nothing against you tonight. | guess I’ve just seen better is 
all.” 


Dominick wasn’t a man accustomed to rolling with the 
punches. 


He ducked them. Then he’d take the guy out at the knees 
and carry on with 


his day. No grudge was held. Hell, he’d even help patch the 
moron up once 


the man had stopped crying. Dominick was just that kind of 
a swell guy. 


The fact that Tarzan was still standing, therefore, was just 
shy of a 


miracle. One more wisecrack about him or his “rocket,” 
however, and 


Dominick was putting the man down. Hard. 
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He didn’t know what this guy’s deal was. Big fucking deal. 
He’d 


caught Dominick jerking off. Every man did it, except, it 
seemed, for this bastard.. Yeah, right. And just because 
Dominick was spotted pumping 


himself dry while looking in the general direction of another 
male did not make Dominick one of “you guys.” Shit, he was 
having a hard enough 


time accepting his bisexual bonking orientation as it was. He 
Sure didn’t 


need this stranger tossing him into the “you guys” pile 
already. Geez, can’t a man have a moment to adjust before 
being outed to the world? 


Yes, Dominick Carlyle was working himself up into a big 
mad. 


The fact that several of his brain cells were now circling his 
shower’s drain surely had nothing to do with him suddenly 

itching for either a fight or a fuck. Of course not. Swell guys 
like himself didn’t do stupid stuff like that. 


“You've seen better, huh?” Dominick dropped his gaze to 
the 


man’s matter at hand. “I'd like to see what you’ve got.” 
Sure, resorting to a second-grader’s “mine’s better than 
yours” argument perhaps wasn’t the 


most adult way to go. If it got Tarzan to drop his pants, 
however, he’d 


deal. He’d yet to meet a man he didn’t beat in the penile 
department. 


“Huh?” was all that his neighbor managed to say to that. 


Maybe the guy was more ape man than he’d thought? Still 
holding 


the fire extinguisher, still wearing only a towel, Dominick 
straightened up to his full six-foot-two height and 
challenged the punk. “You heard me. 


Drop them.” 
The punch to Dominick’s mouth was unexpected. 
Five minutes later, as the world came back to him, Dominick 


found his towel-assed self sitting in a straight-back wooden 
chair ina 


kitchen that hadn’t been cleaned since Woodstock. A bag of 
frozen peas 


was shoved into his chest. He muttered, “What the...” 
“Put the damn vegetables on your face, asshole.” 


A Jolly Green Giant arrived smartly on his chin. “Ow.” 
Dominick 


felt it only right to complain. 
“Baby.” 


Brain cells were starting to come back on line. The picture 
wasn't 


pretty. He hid his face in the bag of peas. 


“Just so you know, if that freezes to your face, I’m not 
peeling it 


off.” The sack was suddenly snatched away, then smacked 
right back on 


his chin. This time a paper-thin dishtowel was folded up 
between his skin 


and the Jolly Green bag. “Now, keep it there,” he was sternly 
admonished. 


He shoved a cup of boiling hot coffee into Dominick’s free 
hand. “Drink.” 


Dominick did. He nearly sputtered it out of his nose. It was 
strong, 


it was black, and he could have sworn he felt furry legs 
carrying it down 


his throat. “How old is this?” 


His neighbor shrugged. “I found it in the cupboard.” 
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“This cupboard?” Dominick squinted up at the guy. Surely 
even 


Tarzan must have noticed the dust elephants. 


Apparently the bastard had. He just didn’t care. “It'll put hair 
on 


your chest,” the man claimed. 
“Or kill me,” Dominick hated to point out. 


“Either way.” There was another shrug. “It will get you out of 
my 


kitchen.” 


His brain was still struggling to pick up full steam. Dominick 
just 


now got his cogs turning enough to realize, with a fair sense 
of sexual 


alarm, that his neighbor was somehow even more attractive 
up close and 


just standing than far away and Tarzan-ing. 


Although the man now wore a shirt, a half-buttoned-up affair 
with 


long sleeves rolled up to reveal tanned forearms of lean 
steel, there was no way in hell he could have exuded more 
base “fuck me” appeal. His whole 


body was lithe and sculptured for quick and fierce 
movement. His lines 


were all long and graceful and dangerously commanding. 
He was tall; he 


even looked to be a good inch over Dominick.. 
His skin, which unfortunately, in Dominick’s opinion, was too 


entirely covered up by stupid clothes, was a golden hue of 
butter-soft 


leather. The man looked like he had probably sprung from 
his mother’s 


womb outdoors in the golden sunlight. He just radiated 
health and blue 


skies. 


His hair was black and cut short. His eyes were a dark, dark 
blue. 


It was as if they had been cut right out from the fabric of 
some imaginary heaven. They were the only things poetic 
about his face, however; the rest of his features were simply 
handsome, virile, and stammeringly strong. 


Dominick ran an unsteady hand across his mouth, hoping to 
God 


he wasn’t drooling. 


Reaching behind him to the sink, his neighbor tossed the 
bundle of 


spent fireworks onto Dominick’s toweled lap. “Try not to 
burn down my 


house next time.” 
“Shit,” was all Dominick could think to say as he first looked 


down at the good-sized pile of explosives now residing on 
his thighs. This could have been bad. “Was there any 
damage?” 


The man leaned back against the counter and crossed his 
arms. 


“Just a broken window.” 
Thank God. “lIl cover the repairs. Just bring me the bill.” 
“Bring you the bill?” The guy’s lips twitched up into a smirk. 


“Can | wear more than a washcloth when I come calling? Or 
is that some 


kind of community rule | didn’t know about?” 


Dominick winced. He at least owed the man that. “I can 
explain,” 


he threw out lamely. 
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The man’s hand jutted up in the international sign for 
“please 


fucking stop.” Apparently he decided to add a little bit of 
verbal to the mix just to make sure Dominick got the 
message. “I really don’t want you to 


explain. Just get out of my kitchen.” Motioning to the 
abandoned cup of 


sludge on the kitchen table, he added, “Drink the damn 
coffee first, though. 


| don’t need you breaking your neck on the way out.” 


Clarity hit Dominick upside the head like a cow bell out of 
the 


dark. “Wait a minute. You think I’m drunk?” 
“Don’t you?” 


“No,” Dominick shot back. While he had been pleasantly 
buzzed, 


he hadn’t wanted to impair in any way the possibility of 
giving his starved dick a nice girl fuck. Unfortunately that 
meant he couldn’t even blame the liquor for his pitifully 
lackluster performance with the ladies. Nope, he had left 
himself no choice to lay the guilt firmly at the feet of craving 
man ass. 


Shit, he really needed a drink. 


“Then you're really smashed.” With a sigh, the man stepped 
back 


to the table and slid the cup closer to Dominick. “Drink.” 


Dominick had just about reached the end of his rope. He 
hada 


streak of rash in him that he rarely let out to play. He figured 
it was time for a little bit of “rarely.” With a roar of utter 


frustration at the whole world, Dominick grabbed the guy by 
the open front of his shirt and yanked 


him and his nose down to his face. “Do | smell drunk to 
you?” 


It was the wrong move. Grabbing Dominick’s wrist in some 
kind 


of ninja, “lIl disintegrate your bones with the flick of my 
pinkie” hold, the man laid out his demand clearly, concisely, 
and ominously. “Let. Me. Go.” 


Dominick let go. 
The man immediately followed suit. 


Okay, maybe the grab-and-yank maneuver with this guy 
hadn’t 


been the smartest idea. By the steel glare currently boring 
into his skull, Dominick conceded that an apology was in 
order. “Look, I’m sorry. 


Really. | was just...” 
Scrubbing his hands through his short hair, the man—fuck, 


Dominick realized that he still didn’t even know the guy’s 
name—took a 


step back, breathing hard. “What the hell is your problem? 
And where the 


shit are your pants?” 


Although the lightning fast change of subjects mid-rant was 
a bit 


distracting, Dominick kept his response short and to the 
point. “Patrick 


said your house was burning down. | figured your life might 
be more 


important than me jumping in to some boxers and shoes.” 


The guy actually harrumphed as he looked down pointedly 
to 


Dominick’s poorly clad lap. “And all you could find was a 
doily to cover 


that up?” 
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“A doily?” Dominick flapped his hands onto his thighs, all 
fingers 


pointing to the doily-free area in question. “Do you see lace 
here?” 


“What | see is a moron,” the bastard said, not even 
bothering to 


mutter. 


“A moron trying to save your ass,” Dominick wasted no time 
in 

firing right back. He immediately winced. Acknowledging his 
moron-hood 


hadn’t come out exactly as Dominick had planned. Damn it. 
He hated the 


post-coital stupids. “Look, could we just start this over? You 
know, with 


names and shit.” 
The man nodded. Slowly. 


“I’m Dominick Carlyle. Doctor. Usually clothed.” He chose 
not to 


extend his hand, fearing some Bruce Lee martial arts 
maneuver in return. 


He had a feeling this guy knew the lethal stuff, too. 


“Josh Banyan.” He eyed Dominick carefully. “You’re a 
doctor?” 


Dominick rolled his eyes. For some reason, he got that a lot. 
“Yeah, with a stethoscope and everything.” 

Banyan looked actually crestfallen at the news. “Great,” he 
grunted. 

“What? Lord of the Jungles don’t need that kind of crap?” He 


realized too late that the whole Tarzan analogy was going to 
be lost on the guy. 


“You're drunk.” That dreaded cup of vile was pushed back 
toward 


him. “Drink.” 


Fisting the bag of frozen peas in his hand, Dominick pushed 


himself up and off of the damned uncomfortable chair. He 
headed straight 


to the ancient refrigerator’s freezer. Opening it up, he froze. 
“There’s a bird in here. With feathers,” he stated calmly, 
backing up a sizeable step. 


Sure enough, a fairly good-sized winged creature was 
trussed up 


on its side in a clear plastic bag. Dominick glanced around 
expecting the 


silhouette of Hitchcock to come gliding into the scene. 
Banyan, however, just shrugged. “Birds have feathers.” 


“Not in freezers.” Dominick never, ever remembered any of 
his 


stepmoms plucking any feathers out of their Thanksgiving 
turkeys that 


they had gotten from Food Bear’s freezer section. 


“You're not much of a hunting man, huh?” A know-it-all 
smirk 


tugged at Banyan’s lips. 
“You shot a pigeon and put it in your freezer?” Dominick 


squinted, tilted his head a little, and gave it another hard 
look. It sure looked like a pigeon. 


“That is not a pigeon.” Loud footsteps stomped up behind 


Dominick, hot breath pelted his neck. “And | didn’t shoot 
anything...yet.” 


Banyan reached around him and slammed the freezer door 
closed. 
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“You know that’s creepy, right?” Dominick still stared at the 
refrigerator, trying to blot out the corpse from his memory. 
“Why are you still in my kitchen?” Banyan asked. 


Dominick grinned and turned around. “At this point, 
basically just 


to piss you off.” 
“Bastard.” Banyan bit back a reluctant smile. 
“Says the man with Big Bird in his fridge.” 


Throwing his hands up, Banyan turned to stomp back across 
the 


kitchen when his right leg suddenly buckled. The man 
caught himself right 


away and forced himself to keep walking, no doubt hoping 
his little miscue had gone unnoticed. 


It hadn’t. Dominick asked, “What’s wrong with you?” 


“Doctors. That’s what’s wrong with me.” In a rush of rare 
and 


hated self pity, Josh Banyan growled. 


His toweled guest did not reply, only glared. Josh knew then 
that 


he was going to have to put at least a little bit of an 
explanation out there. 


Leaning his hip against the counter, he hedged, “Too many 
doctors in too 


Short a time. Nothing personal.” 
Dominick simply stood there, mouth open and looking 
flabbergasted. 


“What?” Josh asked in exasperation. He really wasn’t in the 
mood 


for a steamed-up tirade over the importance and self- 
sacrifice of the 


medical profession. 


For that reason, Dominick’s words surprised the hell out of 
Josh. 


“| can’t believe the word ‘quack’ didn’t just come out of your 
mouth, 


Banyan.” 
Josh snorted. “Doctors aren’t ducks.” 
“Good thing. In this house, I’d be in the freezer by now.” 


Josh couldn’t help but laugh. Loosening up, he jacked 
himself up 


on the gold-checked Formica and sat on the counter. If he 
was going to 


have this conversation, he sure as hell was having it sitting 
down. He 


Slapped his right leg. “Shattered this hip and thigh last year. 
I’m more 


metal than bone in some parts now.” He didn’t go into the 
details about 


that experience with anyone, usually not even himself. 


There were a lot of things Dominick could have said to that, 
the 


majority bordering on the nosy. In another surprise move, 
Dominick just 


commented, “Rehab must have been a killer.” He had sat 
back down in the 


old kitchen chair. He looked caring but uncomfortable at the 
same time. It was a nice look on the man. 


“It wasn’t fun.” Josh was more than appreciative that the 
guy 


hadn’t started spouting medical jargon at him. Most doctors 
relished 
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strafing laymen with their knowledge. That apparently 
wasn’t going to be a problem with Dr. Towel. 


“What happened?” Dominick asked, still eyeing Josh’s leg 
and 


hip. 
“Long story,” he said, which was the truth. “And you’re ina 


towel,” he added, another truth distractingly obvious. He 
really needed to get this guy out of his kitchen before he 
started liking him. 


Dominick looked down at himself and grinned. “Good point 
there, 


Banyan.” 


“Later,” Josh heard himself promising before reasonable 
thought 


made its way to his tongue. 


“Great.” Slapping his hands on the skin of his knees, 
Dominick 


stood up. “I think I’d better go. I’ve got a body with singed 
fingers to 


dispose of.” No doubt the mysterious Patrick was the man in 
Dominick’s 


lethal sights. 


Josh felt the silly need to stand up for the would-be arsonist. 
“It 


was an accident. I’m sure your friend didn’t mean it.” Josh 
sighed to 


himself. Even after the incident the past year, even after all 
he and 


everybody lost as a result, he was still a sucker for lost 
causes. A tinge of self-hatred sparked in his soul. 


Luckily, Dominick had enough of fiery indignation going for 
both 


of them. “It was an idiotic accident, one that he’s not going 
to make at my place again.” Somehow his neighbor could 
pull off looking all proud and 


ruffled while still wearing only a towel. Oh yeah, Josh really, 
really needed to get this guy out of his house right now. It 
had been too long, and this guy was just too tempting for 
his cock to ignore. 


As Josh led him quickly back to the front door, with a 
maneuver 


to his goods just to make sure nobody was getting out of 
line. He offered a bit of sage advice, “I’d suggest putting on 
at least a pair of pants before reaming this Patrick guy out.” 


“Why?” Dominick asked as he bent down to pick up his 
abandoned fire extinguisher. 


“The towel lacks authority.” Josh really hated how breathy 
his 

voice was suddenly sounding. The glimpse of the man’s ass 
he’d just been 


given peek to, however, would have knocked the breath out 
of any red- 


blooded body. The guy had to go. Now. “Well, you have a 
good night. It 


was nice to see...meet you.” Josh immediately bit his 
tongue. He was an 


idiot. A big, apparently horny idiot. 


Dominick just grinned back at him, looking completely too 
at ease 


in his bareness. “Great meeting you, Tarzan. Good night.” 
With that, 


Dominick and his towel walked back into the dark Florida 
night. 


Josh mouthed to the now empty porch. “Tarzan? What the 
fuck?” 
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Chapter Three: Windowpanes and Moonlight 


Moonlight was a fickle temptress. One moment her light 
would be 


pale, merely tickling the edges of darkness with nervous 
fingertips. The 


dark could almost be heard laughing at her. She lulled a 
man that way, put him at ease, stroked him until he closed 
his eyes to her. Like a dagger, her light would then cut 
through him. The blackness would bleed out into the 


shadows, her ivory gaze capturing the world unaware. 


Her pale, pale light could skim over a man’s skin like baby 
oil. 


Every line and curve of muscle and bone would be caught 
naked and proud 


in her fleeting gaze. And just as eyes and hormones grew 
accustomed and 


warm in her celestial glow, a wisp of rain and thunder would 
Crawl across 


the sky and blow her gentle light out. Though the world 
would be left cold and dark without her, a man could be left 
hard and untouched, cock 


weeping for her return. 


Dominick Carlyle was just such a man abandoned. His 
fingers 


hovered over the switch to the floodlights, twitching. His 
dick sat engorged in his jeans, twitching. Lust was playing 
all kinds of dirty pool with his reason, daring him to bathe 
the yard in full light, coaxing him to get off to Banyan’s body 
again. 


“Who would it hurt?” he asked his kitchen. “The guy would 


probably appreciate the extra light.” After all, it must be 
damn hard 


replacing a window in the dead of night, even for Jungle Boy. 


Though difficult to believe now, with a raging hard-on 
threatening 


to burst spectacularly in his pants, Dominick had begun the 
last hour as a true innocent. 


The man had simply been thirsty. He liked milk, cold milk, so 
he 


had padded down to his refrigerator to get a few healthy 
swallows from the carton before changing his clothes and 
tucking himself into bed for the 


night. It was simple. It was innocent. It was just a man 
wanting his milk. 


Who the hell knew he was living next door to a night freak 
with an 


aversion to wearing shirts during any kind of manual labor? 


Dominick hadn't even seen Banyan at first. It was only while 
he 


was Slurping down the last gulp of his daily dairy that a flash 
of crème out of his window caught his eye. Thanks to Lady 
Moonlight and the low-wattage lamps on his neighbor’s side 
porch, Dominick had quickly made 


out the shirtless figure of Josh Banyan. He was wearing a 
pair of sinfully loose-fitting tan cargo pants as he changed 
out his broken window. 


Dominick was damned proud of himself that the milk made 
it 


back to the fridge, neatly closed and not a drop spilt. From 
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however, all control ran crying for the proverbial hills. He 
was back to the window in a flash. His hardened gaze 
squinted. Pleas to mother moon to 


Shine a little more light Banyan’s way tripped flawlessly off 
of his tongue. 


“How can aman be so screwed and still not be getting 
any?” he 


wearily asked himself. 


It had been three days since Dominick had leapt into 
Banyan’s life 


with nothing but a towel and an apology. While the bruise on 
his chin had 


faded, his jaw was still damn sore. Explaining the rather 
spectacular 


blossoming of color on his face to his patients had been an 
adventure in 


creative truth telling. 

Yes, he had been slugged in the jaw. 
No, he hadn’t been in a bar fight. 
Yes, he had given as good as he got. 


To that point, he reasonably figured a pre-emptive makeshift 
fire 


bomb shot through the guy’s house could rightfully be 
called a counter 


punch. That particularly pesky detail he left out of his 
account, of course. It was always best leaving the 
customers wanting some more. And, yes, he 


realized he sounded more like a sideshow barker than a 
doctor. He could 


put that title on his resume right below Tarzan stalker. 
Man, did he ever need a life. 


As if on cue, Banyan picked that moment to turn, lean 
against his 


house, and take a long, hard drink of water. While one hand 
was busy 


levering the bottle to his lips, the other was reaching down 
and rubbing 


distractedly the point of his right hip. 


“It must be bothering him. All that up and down on that 
damn 


unsturdy-looking ladder is just going to aggravate 
everything that’s still healing in there,” the doctor in him 
chastised to the empty kitchen. Of 


course, at the same time, the hormone-happy teenager that 
lives in every 


man was busily snickering, “Oh, yeah, babe. l'Il give you 
something to 


rub.” 


Dominick sighed. Gathering up both the Jekyll and Hyde of 
his 


personality, he slipped on a pair of shoes, checked himself 
for pants, and headed out the door. If he was going to make 
a fool of himself over this 


man, he might as well have an audience for it. 


* OK OOK OX 


Jetlag was a killer. It had always taken Josh weeks to get 
over it. 


Those all-night pancake houses that dotted the American 
countryside had 


proved to be lifesavers more than once for the always- 
traveling man over 


the years. Too bad Pepper Key frowned upon anything “all 
night.” Even 


the two convenience stores out on the highway tended to 
close their doors 


before midnight. 
Basically, jetlag was just allowed to fester here in the Florida 


Keys. Not that it slowed Josh down any. It just screwed with 
the people 
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around him. Most folks didn’t appreciate him doing yard 
work or shingling 


up a hail-wrecked roof at midnight. Josh usually did what he 
could do to 


keep his temporary neighbors happy no matter where he 
was. Sometimes, 


though, things just had to get done. These things usually 
required said doer to be awake. 


“Are you part bat, Banyan?” Dominick Carlyle, a clothed 


Dominick Carlyle, plowed right through Josh’s inner 
musings. 


Honestly, Josh had been halfway hoping to see his neighbor 
again. 


Josh’s life didn’t encourage the keeping of many close 
friends. Josh simply traveled too much and worked too hard 
to even attempt any long-distance 


kind of a relationship, platonic or otherwise. Josh by no 
means was a 


lonely man; he was just a loner. Even loners, however, 
craved a little 


human interaction from time to time. Josh Banyan was 
Craving. 


The man currently being craved strode across the yard 
toward 


Josh. 


Josh looked down at himself, then right back at his intruder. 
Pretty 


sure that the answer was evident without him having to 
waste any words, 


he just put the bottle back to his lips, took another long 
drink, and waited. 


He had no doubt this man could hold a conversation all on 
his own. He 


figured he’d jump in when Dominick got on a good roll. 


Not deviating from the script, the guy just kept on walking 
and 


talking. Josh hid the crook of his smile behind the neck of 
the bottle. 


“I mean, if you’re some kind of nocturnal creature that 
withers in 


the light, just let me know. I’ve seen Lord of the Rings and 
know there’s some crazy shit out there. I’ve got your back, 
man.” Dominick, sporting 


actual pants and shirt, stopped at the foot of Josh’s front 
steps and grinned. 


Josh hated to disappoint. “Not a bat.” He slouched a little 
heavier 


against the house, taking his neighbor’s uninvited visit as a 
good excuse to extend his break. 


“So, no cool bat cave either, huh?” The man was clearly 


disappointed. 


“Sorry.” Josh shrugged as he wiped the sweat from his 
forehead. 


He caught Dominick watching him. It was the kind of 
watching a man did 


when he was contemplating things of the carnal nature. Not 
the polite 


carnal nature, either. 


Josh ignored it for the time being. Jetlag was throwing 
everything 


off. He more than likely was reading the vibes all wrong. 
Hell, just because he hadn’t gotten any in a while didn’t 
mean he was going to start humping 


the first attractive man who wandered his way. Josh went 
back to sipping 


on his bottle of water. 


Dominick, meanwhile, exploded into a rush of words and 
heated 


hand gestures. “If you’re not a bat, and | assume no other 
kind of nighttime creepy crawly either, then what the hell 
are you doing out here?” He jerked 23 


his hands up to the sky, jabbing them accusatorily at the 
whole darkened 


world. “Look, stars and a moon. Neither, my friend, are 
conducive to 


hammering.” Turning his considerable attention back to 
Josh, he 


continued. “You know, if you wait a few hours the sun will be 
coming up, 


and you will be able to actually see what you’re doing. 
Screw the right 


things.” 


Wiping a stray drop of water from his lips, Josh lazily 
shrugged 


his left shoulder. “What would be the fun in that?” While 
Dominick was 


apparently determined to play this hot, Josh was just as 
determined to play this cool. 


The resulting steam Josh could almost see pouring out of 


Dominick’s ears. “Are you serious?” he asked in a way that 
was half 


begging, half aching for a fight. The man wore “peeved” 
exceptionally 


well. 


“I like a challenge.” Josh wasn’t sure if he was talking about 
the 


nighttime handyman duties anymore or potentially playing 
the prospects of 


his hot as hellfire neighbor. Either way, the next few weeks 
were definitely looking up. Josh tried to keep a straight face, 
but a damn twitch to his lip gave him away. 


In an act Josh was sure was pure restraint, Dominick just 
raised 


one eyebrow and pointed out calmly, “You’re also full of shit, 
Banyan.” 


Dominick calling him Banyan for some reason went straight 
to his 


dick. Josh decided to take this encounter by the horns. 
“True, but | could also use a hand.” Tossing the empty water 
bottle onto his pile of tools, he took a measured step closer 
to his neighbor. He looked him up and down. 


He smirked. “Nice pants.” 


Dominick rose to the bait and brandished an appreciative 
smile 


himself. “Nice no-shirt.” 


“Thanks” Josh cocked a grin. “Think you can lean on this 
while | 


pound?” He flipped the hammer from handle to head in his 
hand like he’d 


been doing it since he was three. Normally, he wouldn’t 
have put on such 


display his construction tricks, but he figured showing off 
any talent with his hands couldn’t hurt. He was fully 
prepared to see how far this guy was willing to go. Curiosity 
seekers rarely got past second base. Josh was really starting 
to hope Dominick had his eyes set on home plate. 


“Where do you want me?” Dominick asked, all innocent- 
eyed. 


It was so cliché Josh almost laughed out loud. He kept 
listening 


for the classic seventies porno music to kick in. “Just hold 
the window 


straight and l'Il do the rest.” If he gave it any more thought, 
his 


instructions might have made an X-rated turn. 


Dominick assumed the position like a man. Josh rolled his 
eyes at 


that thought, and moved chastely behind him. Shaking his 
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scent of sandalwood shampoo gently overcame him, Josh 
admonished 


himself. He had to get a handle on things. 
The window slipped. 


Josh made a lunge for the pane of glass. He caught it at just 
about 


the time his hardening dick caught a firm taste of 
Dominick’s jean-covered ass. The sound that came out of 
Dominick’s throat was matched in depth 


and wanton need only by the groan wrested out of Josh’s. 


“Break time,” Josh called out ridiculously. 


Dominick gave no argument as he carefully leaned the 
window 


back up against the front porch’s wall. 
“Want a beer?” Josh knew he sure as hell wanted one. 
Dominick nodded. “Need a beer.” 


Josh escaped into the house. Whatever had just happened 
was a lot 


more electric than what Josh had planned. He had no 
problem admitting he 


was hoping to cop a feel. He was not, however, expecting 
the jolt of pure 


lust that blew across his mind the moment he touched the 
man. It had been 


a pure adrenaline shot to his very core. It had startled the 
hell out of him. 


He hadn’t felt anything like that in too many years to count. 
Frankly, he 


had thought that kind of raw reaction to another person’s 
body kind of 


faded away with a guy’s teen years. Hell, had he been 
wrong. 


Walking back outside with two beers in his hands, he saw 


Dominick had sat down on the floor of the porch, his back 
up against the 


house’s wall. He handed a bottle to his neighbor and 
stepped away. 


Dominick, although still a bit flustered-looking himself, 
asked his 


question with a ho-hum nature Josh envied. “So how did you 
end up in this 


old place?” With a flick of his wrist, the beer bottle was 
opened and being milked by his lips. After a long, deep drink 
that left the man looking 


intensely satisfied, Dominick added, “You renting the 
house?” 


Sitting his ass up on the porch railing, Josh shook his head. 
“Inherited it.” It still hurt just to say it. 
“Ah, man, I’m sorry.” Dominick looked like he genuinely was, 


too. There was nothing flippant in his manner. His curiosity 
appeared real, though gentle. “Family?” 


Josh picked on a string on the knee of his pants. “Not blood, 
no.” 


“Still family, though,” Dominick said easily. 


Josh’s gaze flew up just in time to see the tail end of 
Dominick’s 

casual shrug and the sad smile of a man who knew what he 
was talking 


about. “Yeah,” Josh whispered, needing to fill the too-still 
silence 


suddenly hanging between them. “How long have you lived 
here?” 


Dominick took another long sip from the bottle before 
answering, 


“Five years.” 


“Then I guess you never even met Redford.” Josh wasn’t 
quite 


sure if he was disappointed at that or not. To be painfully 
honest, he 
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wanted to keep the memory of Red all to himself. Damn, but 
he was a 


selfish bastard. 


Though nearly thirty years older than Josh, Redford Lyons 
had 


been his best friend. They had met at Brown University, 
where Redford 


had been giving a lecture. Redford’s brand of craziness had 
clicked with 


Josh’s workaholic nature. The two men had been 
inseparable from that 


point on, until last year. Josh rubbed his knuckles into his 
eyes a little harder than was necessary. 


“Redford?” Dominick asked, like everyone else a bit 
Surprised at 


the name. 


“Redford Lyons.” Josh could feel a smile come unbidden to 
his 


lips. “He was about the polar opposite of everything Robert 
Redford. His 


wife, Carolina, used to call him Sundance just to mess with 
him. Man, he 


hated that.” 


Dominick joined in smiling at Josh’s memory. He quietly 
sipped 


at his bottle every so often, waiting for Josh to say more or 
move on. 


Shocking the hell out of himself, Josh decided to say more. 


“Redford’s granddad had this place built about 1904, or at 
least that’s what some of that paperwork inside says. Red 
spent the summers here when he 


was a kid. Once he was the only family left, the place ended 
up in his lap. 


He moved here in the late sixties.” Josh bit back the chuckle 
that always 


threatened when he contemplated the idea of Redford Lyons 
as a hippie. 


The “make love, not war” he found spray-painted on the 
library’s 


baseboard was something he’d cherish forever. 


Dominick asked, “When did he pass away?” He didn’t use 
“die” 


or “expire” like a lot of men of the stethoscope liked to say. 
The choice of words, though probably inconsequential to 


Dominick, touched Josh, though he didn’t know quite why. 
“Last year,” he 


murmured. 


Dominick ran an embarrassed hand through his dark hair as 
“shit” 


escaped mutely from his lips. “Oh, I’m sorry. | just thought 
since it’s been sitting around empty since | got here that 
more time had passed.” He 


stared hard at Josh. The few strands of gold in Dominick’s 
hair kept 


catching the low porch light, distracting Josh with their soft 
luster. Just as Josh began to wonder if it were the sun- 
bleached days of south Florida or a sprinkling of blond 
genes in his family he needed to thank for their kind 


distraction, Dominick spoke from what seemed to be his 
heart. “I’m so 


sorry for your loss. | really am.” 
“Thank you,” Josh replied, an unexpected catch in his throat. 


Maybe some of this guy’s most attractive features were 
actually in the 


inside. How fucking rare was that? 


Maneuvering himself and his bottle off of the floor, Dominick 
joined Josh on the porch rail. 
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Intentionally or not, the men’s bodies were now barely three 


inches apart. Josh could feel Dominick’s heat. The man was 
like a furnace, while Josh felt nothing more than like a cold 
winter’s day. Josh forced his attention back to his string on 
his pants. While he had his suspicions that Dominick might 
be testing the waters with him, Josh wasn’t ready to make 


that leap just yet. 


Dominick set the bottle on the other side of his body, folding 
his 


hands in his lap as his feet slowly swayed. “Mind me asking 
what you’re 


going to do with the house?” 


“What? You want to buy it?” Josh snorted, a smirk tugging 
hard 


on his mouth. 


Dominick laughed. “Do | look to be a power tool type of a 
guy?” 


“No,” Josh conceded, not holding back the small smile 
determined 


to ride his lips. 


“Thank you.” The man looked clearly pleased at being 
exonerated 


of such a charge. “I am a doctor. These hands are gentle 
masters.” 


Josh found himself laughing. It felt good. It had been a long 
time 


since he’d felt this easy around someone. He still mourned 
Redford. Best 


friends were hard to come by. Losing his had just about 
ripped out the 


lining of his soul. Some days Josh wondered if he’d ever 
heal. Some days, 


though, like today, he thought maybe he would. 


Getting back to the question about the house, Josh replied 
with a 


heavy sigh. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with it. This 
is the first 


time I’ve ever been here. I’m just getting the feel of it.” He 
rubbed the 


palm of his hand along the railing. His hand unintentionally 
brushed 


against Dominick’s. He pulled it away slowly. 


Dominick glanced down, but did not move his hand farther 
away, 


nor did he look like apologizing should be on either man’s 
agenda. He 


went on with the conversation as if nothing had happened. 
“You could fix 


the place up. Make yourself a fortune selling it.” 


With a smirk Josh asked, “Trying to get rid of me?” The 
words 


were out of Josh’s mouth before his mind could consider 
them. His heart 


caught in his chest as he realized that, damn, he was 
flirting. Blatantly 


flirting, at that. Double damn. 


Dominick didn’t seem to mind at all. “Just the opposite, 
actually.” 


He looked the house up and down. He nodded as he 
concluded, “With you 


just working nights—assuming, that is, that your nocturnal 
hammering 


habits are not merely seasonal—lI’d say it’s going to take 
you at least ten years to get this place marketable.” He 
shrugged a little as he smiled 


wistfully. “It'd be nice to have a neighbor born in at least the 
same half century as me.” 
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“Snowbirds?” Josh surmised. From what little he had heard, 
you 


either loved or hated the retirees who flocked down to 
Florida during the 


winter months. 
As if reading Josh’s mind, Dominick replied solemnly, “I love 


them. Seriously. Ninety-nine percent of my patients are of 
that particular feather. They pay me very well and I, in turn, 
clean the sand out of their eyes, watch them for shellfish 
allergies, and occasionally pry the odd 


jellyfish off of their toes.” The frown embedded on 
Dominick’s face was 


impossible to miss. 
“Sounds thrilling,” Josh sarcastically replied. 


“Cha-ching!” Dominick impersonated an old-time cash 
register to 


eerie perfection. His face, however, remained blank. 


Josh eyed him hard, trying to guess the answer before he 
even 


asked the question. “Is that why you do it? Why you’re 
here?” Practicing 


on Pepper Key was an odd choice for a man so young, so 
brimming full of 


life and words. This man just sung out for a big, thriving 
metropolis. 


Miami seemed like the perfect fit, not this isolated little Key. 


Dominick shifted his eyes briefly to Josh before hiding his 
gaze in 


the window casing in front them. He looked guilty before 
even the first 


word shot off of his tongue. “Sorry to disappoint, but there’s 
no painting this doctor as hero. | like money. | like spending 

it. | like earning it even more.” It was a pretty good speech, 

might have even convinced some 


people if Dominick didn’t look so pained saying it. 
Josh nodded. “So you’re dating your bank book?” 


Dominick dropped his head, a sad telling smile to his lips. 
“Hell, 


if it had a vagina or a penis, | might.” 


“So, you're bi?” It was a risky question. If Dominick had 
been 


riding the fence at all, he just might bolt at the accusation. 
On the other hand, Josh wasn’t about to pass up the golden 
opportunity of asking what 


his heavily interested cock and damned shy heart wanted to 
know. 


Cocking his head to the side, Dominick sucked his bottom lip 
into 


his mouth and considered his words. It was a big decision, 
voicing 


something the world was just now beginning to see as 
acceptable. In the 


end, Josh guessed, Dominick decided to trust him. “I’m 
thinking on it,” 


Dominick said. 
“Good luck with that.” Josh winced as soon as he said it. He 


hadn’t meant to sound so flippant. Josh knew the hell the 
guy was probably putting himself through. While the world 
was slowly getting better at 


accepting alternate sexualities as more of the norm, it sure 
wasn’t an easy road to travel. Josh admired the guy’s guts 
for giving it a go. Josh reached over and nudged the man’s 
thigh in a sign he hoped was read as 


encouragement. “I mean it, Dominick. Good luck.” 
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Dominick nodded and stared down at the hand that wasn’t 
in any 


hurry in leaving his leg. He asked, “And you?” 


Although he was surprised Dominick would come out and 
just ask 


him, Josh was by no means ashamed of his proclivities. In 
fact, he was 


kind of proud at just how well he was at said proclivities. He 
wasn’t smug, just honest. 


Josh opened his mouth to answer when Dominick cut him 
off, 


retreating from that particular battlefield without so much 
as a white flag for warning. “I mean, what do you do when 
you’re not playing urban 


Tarzan, you know, scaling bookshelves and shit?” 


Josh was fixing to call him on the b.s., when his brain 
actually 


processed the b.s. “Wait a minute. You saw that?” He might 
have been a 


man of single, oftentimes laser-sharp focus, but there was 
no way in hell 


Josh would have missed a person sitting in the library that 
night watching him. 


Dominick made a grab for his beer bottle. He started picking 
the 


label off of it with a nervous tic Josh could only label as 
weird but 


endearing. “Yeah, well, my shower’s window overlooks this 
place. l’d 


never seen a light over here before, so I—” 


“Excuse me.” Josh hated to interrupt. He really did. The 
blush 


blossoming on Dominick’s cheeks was hot in a lot of ways, 
and woe be to 


Josh to put a stop to that. A certain point, however, needed 
to be clarified. 


“Did you say in your shower?” Josh could feel his lips 
twitching naughtily at the words. So that was what he’d 
been up to the night of the towel? 


In reply, Dominick squared his shoulders and defended, “| 
was 


dirty.” 


“| have no doubt.” Josh took the shackles off of his smirk 
and let 


it ride. 


Dominick was still lacking amusement. In fact, he was 
getting a 


little perturbed. “You know, Banyan, a man’s allowed to 
clean himself.” 


Josh laughed. “A man’s allowed to do a lot to himself.” The 


universal hand signal for jerking off was applied here. “It 
sure would 


explain the towel.” 

Dominick snorted, but did not deny. “Ego much?” 

“| don’t know.” Josh shrugged playfully. “You were the one 
jerking off to me, so—” 


“Did | say that?” Dominick hissed back, eyes once again 
glued to 


the innocuous window frame still leaning there all out of 
place. 


“Did you deny it?” Josh countered. 
“Not yet.” 


“I think that ship’s pretty much sailed, Dominick.” Josh 
grinned, 


reaching over and patting the guy on the knee. He was 
feeling smug and 


unaccustomedly good about himself. He was beginning to 
think this guy 
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might be good for him. “Don’t worry about it.” He softened, 
not wanting 


to scare the man away. Josh was having too much fun. 


Josh Banyan was either being a condescending bastard or 
the man 


was just genuinely enjoying himself. A quick look at those 
dark blue eyes 


revealed a glimmer akin to a boy riding his brand-new bike. 
It humbled 


Dominick a little to think he could bring that joy to another 
human being. 


He kind of liked it. He kind of liked it a lot. 


“Married?” Dominick asked, deciding to extend this game a 
while 


longer. 

“Me?” Josh looked poleaxed at the suggestion. 

Dominick nearly laughed. “Yeah, you.” 

“No.” Josh paused, considering something, then added, “The 
option’s never even been on the table.” 


“That by choice or law?” If they were going to play, they 
were 


going to do it honestly. Although it was a roundabout way of 
asking if the man was gay, it was asking. 


Josh shook his head, a wry twist to his lips. “Clever.” 


“Maybe,” Dominick conceded with a small smile. “Maybe a 
little 


lily-livered too.” This was all new ground to him. He was as 
nervous as 


hell. He was hoping not to puke. 


“Maybe.” Josh shrugged, apparently not ready to condemn 
the 


man as cowardly just yet. 
Dominick took the leeway offered and pushed. “You didn’t 


answer the question, Banyan.” The thought that this man 
could be as 


confused as he was about his sexual preferences never 
entered Dominick’s 


head. Dominick doubted Banyan had ever been unsure 
about anything. 


Superhero types just weren’t on the fence about most 
things, especially, 


Dominick imagined, where they put their cock. 
Suddenly Josh jumped off the railing. 


Dominick, lily liver and all, looked for cover. Banyan knew 
how 


to throw a punch, and if Dominick had just stepped over 
some kind of line, he really didn’t want to be around for the 
payback. 


Instead of balling up his fist, however, Josh reached into his 
back 


pocket and pulled out his wallet. He tossed the billfold at 
Dominick’s 


chest. “I think that will clear things up for you.” 


Dominick opened it slowly. Behind a couple of twenties and 
a few 


credit cards, Dominick found a picture. It was a snapshot of 
two men 


kissing. It was not just a platonic, kiss-for-the-camera kind of 
kissing 


either. With eyes glued to the other and strong hands 
bracing themselves 


on jaws and necks, the men were basically mouth-fucking 
each other. 


What really threw a lance of hot steam through Dominick’s 
libido, 


however, was the clearly visible fact that one of the mouth- 
fucking men 


was definitely Josh Banyan. 
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Easing himself down off the railing with the carefulness of a 
man 


sporting a hard-on that just might explode at any sudden 
movement, 


Dominick took a deep, calming breath. He didn’t know what 
to say. Okay, 


maybe he did. “Who is he?” He winced, somehow doubting 
he’d 


successfully hid the whole irrational jealous thing. 
“My ex.” Josh shrugged. “Xavier.” 


Dominick nodded, really, really hoping this wasn’t a pining 
thing. 


It would be just his luck that Banyan would be all hung up 
on a guy, a guy who clearly didn’t have the brains of a fish if 
he still wasn’t lip-locked with Josh. “So, why do you keep—” 


Josh sighed. Not once, however, did he look away in shame 
or 


regret. “To remind me not to screw things up again.” 
Biting back all the questions that statement begged to ask, 


Dominick went for what he thought was the most important 
one: “Did it 


work?” 
Josh chuckled, obviously surprised by the question. “Yeah, it 


worked.” He shrugged a little self-consciously. “So far, at 
least.” 


Dominick grinned, the warm feeling in his gut making him 
feela 


little reckless. Turning the photograph around, he waved it 
in Banyan’s 


direction. “You know you look good here?” 
Josh dropped his head and shrugged. 


Not for a minute was Dominick buying the innocent act. He 
felt 


himself revving up like some kind of engine. “I bet you take 
this out every chance you get,” he teased with a judicious 
nod. “Flash it at store clerks, waiters, taxi drivers. Once this 
puppy has come out, have you ever paid for anything?” 


Banyan, behind a most dick-tickling pout, made a 
halfhearted grab 


for the photo. “Give me that.” 
Dominick toyed with the idea of shoving it into his own front 


pants pocket and making the man dig for it. In the end, 
however, he just 


gave it up. He rolled his eyes. “Please, like you don’t have 
copies.” 


The left corner of Josh’s mouth curled ever so slightly as the 


sarcasm rolled out, “Yeah, | send them out in Christmas 
cards and just sit back and wait for the cash to come 
streaming in.” He stuffed the wallet 


away, Shaking his head sadly. “Man, you’re a pain.” 

“I could be, yeah.” Dominick laced the comment with all 
inappropriate intent and purposes. 

“What?” Josh looked a little stunned, but hHis laughter soon 


followed. “You want to just bend me over the railing right 
here and go for it? | know you've got an itch to scratch, but 


” 


Dominick held up his hand to stop him. “An itch to scratch?” 
he 


asked incredulously. “Banyan, did you just call me a bug 
bite?” Dominick 
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shook his head sadly. “You want me to wait until the swelling 
goes down, 


is that it? Maybe put a little Been-Gay on it?” 


Josh laughed. Any tension that may have crept up between 
them 


flew away with their shared smiles. “You’re crazy, you know 
that, right?” 


Dominick had no trouble admitting the truth, all of it. “Yeah, 
and 


I’m just about tired of waiting to try these new inclinations 
out somewhere other than in my head.” It was both a bold 
and bald admission. Dominick, 


however, didn’t mind making it to this man in the least. He 
didn’t know 


why but he trusted the s.o.b.. “Sorry, if | pushed too hard. 
I’ve got some things to figure out.” 


“And to try out,” Josh added with a good-natured smirk. 


Dominick snorted. “And to try out.” The sad, damnable truth 
came 


to him then. “Unfortunately, | just can’t see you as my 
guinea pig. You're just too...!’m sorry for...” 


“No need.” Josh broke off Dominick’s rambling. “Be careful.” 


Dominick did not need to be told about the birds and the 
bees, 


thank you very much. “I Know about safe sex, Banyan.” 


“Not what I’m talking about.” Josh looked at him with eyes 
too 


old for such a young man. 
Dominick bit back any complaints about being coddled and 
decided to end the night with a simple, “Thank you.” 


As he walked back to his house, he cursed his damned luck. 
No, 


of course his neighbor couldn’t be some so-hot-he-melts- 
your-teeth, 


generic guinea pig. Josh Banyan just had to be much, much 
more. 
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Chapter Four: Jumping into the Deep End 


Three days later, finding Pepper Key completely guinea pig- 
less, 


Dominick Carlyle headed for the big city: Miami. 


Knowing the nightlife in Miami was scorching, 
heterosexually 


speaking, he could only surmise the homosexual scene 
would be equally 


intoxicating. Speaking of intoxicating— 


With three shots of the finest tequila the ABC store on the 
corner 


could provide him already burning a warm, fuzzy hole in his 
gut, 


Dominick stepped out of the cab raring to go. He looked 
down at the card 


again in his hand. He had worked hard in researching where 
to go. He had 


wanted someplace nice with no pressure, but still plenty of 
items on the 


menu. Yes, he was basically looking for your grandmother's 
tea version of 


a gay bar. The Joe’s Sailor Man Club seemed to be the 
perfect place to dip his toes into the alternative scene. After 
a few discreet inquiries on the Internet, Dominick had 
printed out the makeshift card, complete with map. 


So there he was, dressed to the nines in black linen pants 
anda 


soft white button-down shirt, standing on a street corner in 
Miami. He 


stared down at the card. The directions to the club had 
seemed simple 


enough before, but now the lines were all muddled and 
screwy. He was 


getting a headache just looking at the damn thing. Ripping 
the club’s card up, he shoved all the scraps into the front 
pocket of his pants and declared to the world at large, “Fuck 
it. l'II find the stupid place myself.” 


Dominick Carlyle was a man who did not hold liquor 
gracefully. 


While a lot of guys just got stupid and mean, and some just 
got ape-shit 


crazy, Dominick got foul-mouthed and dumb. It wouldn’t 
have been a 


particularly attractive thing to become on the majority of 
people, but 


somehow Dominick pulled off the crude stupidity with a 
sexiness few 


could resist. The ladies either wanted to take the poor lost 
boy in their laps and pet him like a wounded dog, or they’d 
want to rev him up until his 


brain was about ready to blow out of his cock and join him in 
a naked freefor-all where minds were forbidden, and pussies 
and dicks ruled the world. 


It wasn’t always pretty but it always was a shitload of fun, 
which had been the key reason Dominick had given up 
anything stronger than one beer an 


hour since the beginning of medical school. 


Visiting his first gay bar, however, deserved tequila. He 
wasn't 


looking to get himself smashed. He just needed to mellow 
out a little, 


dampen down the hot-for-male hormones that were 
threatening to jump the 


first non-female he saw with a drink in his hand. For the 
sake of everyone involved, Dominick had chosen not to go 


in there all raw and unfiltered. 
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Tequila was his friend and he’d take her with him. He 
paused and winced. 


That had sounded a lot less crazy in his head before he 
actually thought it. 


Shaking off the warning signals that were busily wailing, 
“Hey, 


jackass! You might have gone a little heavy on the tequila. 
Fucking 


stupidity straight ahead!” Dominick headed down the first 
lighted walkway 


he spotted. 


He realized he’d already forgotten the name of the place: 
Joe’s or 


Moe’s or something. When he saw a mass of scrolled letters 
on an iron 


plaque that read 7omba della Fustigazione he figured, with 
the leap of logic only a drunk man would make, that this 
was the place. 


Those pesky warning signals in his head had given up their 


chanting of “Go home” and were now just snickering to 
themselves, “What 


a clusterfuck this is going to be.” 


Dominick Carlyle swung open the large iron door and 
stepped 


inside with a goofy grin on his face and an impatient dick in 
his pants. 


Josh Banyan had spent his day knee deep in dust bunnies 
and old 


fishing magazines. Apparently the decade of the seventies 
had been 


Redford’s “fish period.” Every kind of angling magazine from 
every 


fishing hole in the world had been stacked alphabetically in 
the kitchen 


cupboards under the sink. Not a single issue of Bass Life or 
Cod Days held a date in either the sixties or the eighties. It 
was odd, even for Redford. 


Seeing as how much care—or should he say obsession?— 
Red had put into 


the magazines, Josh didn’t have the heart to just toss them 
out in the 


recycling. Yeah, even Josh Banyan could be a grade A Sap. 


After boxing them up so he could stuff them in the storage 
room 


he had rented the day before, Josh had then moved to the 
food items, or 


what had once been food six presidents ago. It really had 
been disgusting, and even after a long, very hot shower 


complete with industrial sponge to 


his skin, Josh still didn’t feel completely clean. Wondering to 
himself 


about the possibilities of using power washers in the 
personal hygiene 


arena, Josh made the long walk to his mailbox. 


It was already dark. The mosquitoes had already 
transformed into 


bloodsucking beasts, and Josh’s empty stomach was busily 
eating itself for some semblance of nourishment. He 
thought it would be rather appropriate 


if he was swallowed whole by an alligator right about now. 
As fate would 


have it, however, he got to experience something even 
better. 


Lying in the sandy dirt underneath the line of mailboxes for 
their 


tiny road was a cell phone. It suddenly lit up and starting 
ringing its little ass off. Not knowing what else to do, Josh 
knelt down and answered it, 


“Hello?” 


“Good evening, Mr. Carlyle.” In the background, there was 
the 


telltale clinking of fine china and a piano crooning out 
Sinatra. “This is 34 


Juan, the maitre d’ at Joe’s Sailor Man Club. | was just calling 
to confirm your reservations for this evening. Party of one at 
ten o'clock?” 


Josh wouldn’t deny it. It did take him a couple of minutes to 
put 


all of the screwy information he’d just received into some 
kind of 


digestible order. Rifling through his memory banks of the 
greater Miami 


area, he finally found the name: Joe’s Sailor Man Club. It was 
filed under highbrow alternative lifestyle establishment. In 
other words, it was a gay bar in top hat and tails. 


Josh closed his eyes and sighed. Of course, that’s the place 


Dominick would ditch his alternative virginity. He was going 
to end up 


some rich old man’s ponyboy before the night was through. 
Was there 


nobody normal in this damn state? 


“Uh, yeah, sorry, Juan. Ten o’clock will be fine. Are you still 
at 


your same location? Needle Palm Marina across from...” 


“Tomba della Fustigazione? Yes. A fine establishment, I’m 
sure, 


but | must say they tend to have a grittier clientele than we 
do.” 


“Tomb of the Floggers,” Josh whispered, shaking his head to 
the 


laughing heavens. His Italian was rusty but his four years of 
it in college had finally paid off. Great. “Yeah, I’m sure they 
do. Thanks.” Josh hung 


up Dominick’s phone and rushed into his house for keys. 
It was amazing, the kind of knowledge a man could pick up 


simply by traveling around the world and keeping his ears 
open. For 


instance, Tomba della Fustigazione. Not only did Josh know 
what it meant, 


he actually knew to what it referred. What kind of silly shit 
was that? 


It was an ancient Etruscan tomb in Italy. Apparently, the guy 
who 


died all those centuries ago was into several extracurricular 
activities 


which his family decided to have immortalized on the walls 
of his tomb for all eternity—bare-ass flogging being one of 
them. 


Josh decided he’d better hurry. 
x kx OK OX 
Up against the far wall of Tomba della Fustigazione was a 


mahogany bar. It looked like it had been pried out of the 
lordly clutches of some Englishman’s hunting lodge. All its 


lines were fine and polished. Its mirror was large and 
beveled. Brilliantly carved stags and foxes leapt forth from 
its cabinets’ doors. A call for the hounds was on the tip of 


Dominick’s faintly inebriated tongue. 
“Welcome.” A skinny man with the breadth of a pencil was 


suddenly standing beside him. He was dressed in a nice 
black sports coat, a crisp white shirt buttoned 
conservatively, and a pair of tailored pants that fit him 
exceptionally. The look on the man’s face was one of utter 
kindness and genuine respect. The man’s voice held a 
clipped but soft British 


accent. “What brings you here, sir?” 
35 


“Curiosity,” rolled off of Dominick’s tongue. He thought 
about it 


for a second and decided it was a pretty damn good and 
honest answer. He 


let it stand. 


“A common calling card, | assure you.” Warmth radiated off 
the 


man, setting the world at ease in his presence. “May | offer 
you a drink? 


On the house, of course.” 
Dominick ran a hand across his mouth, muffling the snort of 


embarrassment. “No, | think l'Il pass.” 


“Very well, sir. Would you care to have a seat?” There were 


several tables tucked inconspicuously into the darkened 
corners. Each had 


a set of leather chairs accompanying them. They exuded an 
easy 


sophistication that beckoned all welcome. 
“Sure.” He could hardly resist. The tequila in his system had 


dulled now to a dizzying warmth that seeped strength and 
balance from 


legs. Maybe it hadn’t been a good idea to go for the tequila 
after a half- 


decade hiatus from the hard stuff. “You know, I’ve changed 
my mind. | 


think | will have some coffee. As strong as you’ve got it.” 


“Of course, sir.” The man waved toward the bar once and 
turned 


his considerable attention back to Dominick. “Do you have 
any 


preferences, sir?” 


“Preferences?” He was pretty sure being at a gay bar said all 
there 


was needed to be said about preferences. 


The man didn’t seem put off by Dominick’s question at all. 
“We 


cater to choices here, with no judgment given and only 
protection and 


guidance offered.” 


“I’ve never been to...” The words “gay bar” just didn’t feel 
like 


they fit, so he waffled a bit before coming up with, “this kind 
of place before.” 


The man nodded, looking inordinately delighted by the fact. 
“A 


first time is a treasure. Enjoy it, Mr...” 


“Carlyle.” Oh yeah, he’d almost forgotten. “I had a 
reservation.” 


“Ah, very good, Mr. Carlyle. We’ve had some problems with 
our 


reservations boy, so please excuse my ignorance.” A young 
man Dominick 


guessed was a waiter came and handed the cup of steaming 
coffee to the 


gentleman, who in turn set it down in front of Dominick. He 
waited for 


Dominick to take a sip before asking, “May | handle the 
details, sir? I’m 


sure | can arrange something to spark your every taste, 
then the decision on which road to follow will be yours 
entirely.” 


“Sounds...good?” He was getting the feeling something was 
off 


here, but Dominick blamed the tequila. He decided to just 
sit back and 


enjoy. 

“Perfect. Enjoy your coffee, sir. | will be back soon.” 
x KOK OX 
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Juan was not a lot of help. He looked good, Josh would give 
him 

that, but as to usefulness other than the mandatory eye 
candy, he really was a bit of a dud. 


Josh did not need a dud right now. He needed help. He 
needed the 


kind of help a set of high-tech security cameras could solve 
in five minutes flat. Sure, Josh realized he might be 
overreacting a little, but better safe than sorry. He wasn’t 
going to lose another friend to a rash decision. 


Now, all Josh had to do was find a security guard. He then 
had to 


hope to hell that the guy was reasonable, down on his luck 
or, as a last 


resort, into tall, dark, and once-nerdy volcanologists. 


Twenty minutes later, with his virtue uncompromised and 
his 


wallet two hundred dollars lighter, Josh headed out of the 
Joe’s Sailor Man Club with the visual evidence that Dominick 
Carlyle had not made it 


through their front doors that day. While the news was 
definite progress, it sure didn’t tell him where the guy was 
right now. 


Josh’s churning gut picked up speed. Rationally, of course, 
there 


was no way for Josh to even know if his neighbor had even 
made it to this 


part of town. Hell, Dominick could be on his way home right 
now, freshly 


fucked and lighting up the world with his afterglow. 


Josh shook his head. No, this guy didn’t have that kind of 
good 


luck. 


* OK OOK OX 


The man he had nicknamed Jeevers came back for Dominick 
after 


about fifteen minutes. 


It had been the longest quarter of an hour of Dominick’s life. 
By 


the time Jeevers stepped up to the table, Dominick was 
trembling like 


some hothouse plant caught in an arctic breeze. He had 
never felt so out of place in his thirty-one years. The vibe he 
was getting from this place was just wrong. It wasn’t the 
bad “Where the hell is my switchblade?” kind of 


wrong, just the type that left a man feeling queasy in his 
own skin. While he couldn’t explain the reasons for it, he 
could sum up the sad conclusion of these feelings in one 
sentence: No way was he having sex tonight. 


Taking his last sip of the truly spectacular coffee, he was just 


about to stand up and head out the door when Jeevers 
arrived. The man 


was carrying a tray of old-fashioned keys. 


They were each large, perfectly polished, and bedecked by 
a dark 


red velvet string with a name hanging off of it. There were 
probably 


twenty keys in total, each with a mysterious title latched 
upon them. 


Dominick’s curiosity got the best of him. “What are those?” 


Jeevers laid the tray down on the table in front of him. 
Dominick fingered the keys cautiously as if they would bite. 
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“Take one and see, Mr. Carlyle. | assure you that you can 
leave 


whenever you'd like. The name on the key is a clue to your 
destination, 


and, more importantly, it is your safe word.” 


“My safe word?” Oh, shit. While Dominick was more of a 
vanilla 


kind of a guy himself, he wasn’t a total dunce when it came 
to the kinkier sides of things. He’d watched porn. He had the 
Internet. 


If Jeevers suspected Dominick’s fight-or-flight response was 
in 


the process of revving up its engines, the man sure didn’t 
show it. In fact, Jeevers only appeared kinder. 


Dominick would admit it was scaring the crap out of him. He 
was 


a doctor. He knew how these things worked. Soothe the 
gullible ass into a 


false sense of security by cooing out, “This won’t hurt a bit.” 
Only when 


the lug-head started nodding did you bring out the bone 
Saw and cleaver. 


Jeevers cooed, “Saying the safe word will stop the 
proceedings 


immediately, no questions asked. You can get dressed and 
simply walk out 


the door.” 


Dominick paled. Unfortunately, all that potentially fun blood 
flow 


bypassed his penis completely and settled instead in his 
feet. He felt 


pinned to the spot, some kind of weird butterfly, spread 
eagled and tacked in place, waiting for the mad scientist to 
play with him. 


There was a sudden twitch in his cock. True, it was 
halfhearted, 


but it was most definitely there. Dominick glanced back 
down at the keys 


again, wondering if they had some kind of bug room. 
“Have you found something that piques your interest, Mr. 


Carlyle?” The smooth-talking Jeevers was back at it again. 
“While | can’t 


tell you precisely what is in each room, | can offer you a 
sneak peek, shall we say?” 


“What exactly are we saying here?” Yeah, it was sarcastic 
and 


ruder than he would have preferred, but Dominick was just 
trying to get 


through this mess with most of his insanity intact. Being a 
bastard made 


him feel more in control. It was a doctor thing. 


“I think I’ve said enough.” Jeevers smiled enigmatically. 
“Actions 


speak louder than words, Mr. Carlyle. Make your choice.” 
The tray of keys 


was again in the man’s hands. He held it out to Dominick 
reverently. 


* OK OK OX 


It had taken Josh a good ten minutes to come up witha 
plan. He 


was uSually more of a quick thinker on his feet, but his 
experience in 


extracting eager newbies from dungeons was admittedly 
fairly poor. Give 


him an erupting volcano and a school full of kids and he’d 
know off just 


which cliff to throw them. This kind of insanity, however, 
took some 


thought. 


In the end, the plan had been a simple one. More of a case 
of using 


what you’ve got than any type of strategic masterminding. 
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Josh walked into Tomba, all calm, cool, and collected, and 
headed 


straight for the bar. A man dressed in a white linen shirt and 
white linen pants strolled confidently up to him. “Welcome. 
What brings you here, 


sir?” 


Josh could pick up the whiff of bullshit a mile away. He 
wondered 


briefly if their whole conversation had already been 
choreographed in this guy’s head. He glanced down at the 
man’s hands looking for stray cue 


cards. Finding none, Josh went back to playing messenger 
boy. “I was 


wondering if Dominick Carlyle was here.” 
The man’s face went decidedly blank. Apparently, a keen 


handling of ad lib skills wasn’t the top hiring priority in this 
place. Imagine that. 


Josh took pity on the guy and kept talking. “He’s about yea 
high,” 


Josh waved a hand near his forehead. “He’s got brown hair 
and gold- 


flecked eyes. He likes to go around wearing nothing but a 
towel.” The last he doubted would help in identifying his 
missing neighbor, but it sure 


brought a crooked smile to his own face. Seeing as the boy 
was still 


playing guppy, Josh added just for the hell of it, “And let me 
tell you, 


Dominick Carlyle can hold up a towel.” 


Leading the conversation back into the proverbial gutter 


apparently was just enough to put young Mr. White Linen 
back at ease. 


Pasting on a pout certain customers no doubt swooned over, 
the man 


apologized, “I’m sorry, sir. It’s not really our policy to—” 


“No, no. You misunderstand. | don’t want to see him,” Josh 
lied 


while flashing a tight smile. “I just need you to,” Josh rustled 
around in his front pocket for a bit, hoping the clueless and 
Slightly frazzled look would convince the guy to take pity on 
him. Finally, with a sheepish grin, he 


fished Dominick’s phone out and onto the bar. “If you could 
just give this to him? He’s a doctor and if he gets caught 
without this, it’s his head.” 


“Oh, well, that is different.” Josh was impressed. Sure, the 
guy 


looked a little off balance, but he was hanging in there, not 
running off to his manager quite yet. Maybe, just maybe, 
this was going to work. 


“So, Dominick is here?” He had to be sure. Josh wasn’t 
about to 


hand off Dominick’s phone on a hunch. 
“Yes, sir. He went back just a few minutes ago.” Back on firm 


footing now, the linen man once again found his “I exist to 
seduce you” 


smile. Josh had to admit it was a pretty darn good one too. 


Mentally head-slapping himself, Josh got himself back on 
track. 


He could only deal with one idiot at a time. Sliding the 
phone across the 


bar over to Happy Pants, Josh again reiterated, “It’s really, 
really important that you give this to him, right away.” 


“I understand, sir.” The man took the phone and dutifully 
nodded 


his head. 
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“Thank you.” Josh smiled, turned, and headed out the door. 
He 


stubbornly refused to think about how many sex phone lines 
that kid could 


dial up before morning. 


* OK OOK OX 


Footing firmly established into a one-two-three-rebalance 
groove, 


Dominick made substantial non-staggering progress down 
the long, dark 


hallway. Admittedly he was using most of his functioning 
brain cells to 


keep that groove, thereby blotting the whole destination of 
said-groove out of his mind and mostly out of his pants. 


Oh, there was definitely some movement in the below-the- 
belt 


regions of his anatomy. He wasn’t a saint, after all. The 
concept of live 


kinky porn could only be reasonably outdone by the idea of 
live kinky 


porn into which you’re welcome to join. What man’s cock 
wouldn’t be 


ripe for the adventure? It was only his mind that seemed to 
lagging on the conga line of BDSM 101. 


Not about to let his recalcitrant gray matter get in the way 
ofa 


night of sin and possibly debauchery, Dominick had, 
therefore, focused all brain power on his groove. The fact 
that he had just thought the word 


“groove” three times in the last thirty seconds spoke ill of 
his rationality at this point. 


Jeevers was busy talking as he led the way down the 
hallway. He 


was explaining how each locked door they passed was “a 
carnal journey 


just waiting to be explored.” Jeevers was still carrying 
around that tray of keys, turning and flashing their 
mysterious name tags at Dominick at every opportunity. 


A set of running footsteps brought Jeevers and Dominick to 
a halt. 


A man dressed all in white, reminding Dominick of an oiled- 
up Rudolph 


Valentino, skidded to a halt before them. 
“Excuse me, Mr. Carlyle.” Dominick was surprised Valentino 


knew his name. The gossip speed in this place must be 
blinding. “An 


associate of yours just dropped this by for you.” 


Valentino handed Dominick a cell phone, his own cell phone, 
the 


one he had misplaced way before the tequila. 


The man was still talking, “He wanted to be sure you got 
this 


immediately.” 

“Uh,” Dominick’s mind was having a wee bit of a problem 
switching from the groove hypothesis of feigned sobriety to 
the problem of personalized modern technology popping up 
in whorehouses. Finally, an 


appropriate word jumped to his tongue, “Thanks.” 


“Is there a problem, sir?” Valentino was looking a little 
nervous. 


“No,” Dominick soothed the sweating lad. He didn’t want to 
be 


responsible for any avoidable heart attacks this evening. “l 
didn’t realize anybody knew | was here, that’s all.” 
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Jeevers suddenly stood up taller and went a little mafioso on 
them. 


“Shall | deal with the situation, Mr. Carlyle?” 


Since intel on whether Jeevers was indeed packing was 
nada, 


Dominick swallowed back the laughter. He rushed to assure, 
“No. | know 


who it is.” Looking over at the still breathless Valentino, 
Dominick 


guessed, “Was this guy tall and lean?” 

“And hard, sir.” Valentino bobbed his head most vigorously. 
“Navy SEAL material, if you ask me.” 

“He didn’t,” Jeevers abruptly cut in with disapproval. 


The phone rang right on cue. Dominick almost laughed. 
Turning 


to Jeevers, who was still nursing his pout of disappointment 
for the 


waiter’s sake, Dominick cleared his throat and asked, “Is 
there anywhere 


private | can take this? I’m a doctor and...” Privacy was 
definitely an un- 


touted perk of latching your name to the title of Doc. 


“Certainly, sir. Right this way.” Jeevers hurried them down a 
short 


hallway to the left, stopping at a closed door with an old- 
fashioned lock on its handle. Reaching onto the tray, Jeevers 
searched for only a second 


before picking one key up and placing it in the lock. 


The name that dangled by velvet rope from the key read, 
“Hard 


Water.” 


Jeevers was ushering him through the door before Dominick 
could 


even ask about it. 


The room was small and dark. A plush black leather loveseat 
sat 


across from a floor-to-ceiling-length leather curtain. The 
drapery spanned the length of the whole wall, maybe eight 
or nine feet. The couch itself was only three feet from the 
black curtain. A small table to its side held a box of tissues, 
three bottles of water, a crystal decanter full of a beautifully 
gold liquor, and a single glass. A lone candle flickered in the 
darkness, 


providing the only interior light to the space. 
“Please, Doctor, make yourself comfortable.” Jeevers took 


Dominick’s elbow and led him to the couch. He waited until 
Dominick 


was seated before continuing, “This is one of our rooms with 
an 


observation area. It is completely private and no one will 
disturb you. If, after your business call, you would like to 
experience the totality of Hard Water, feel free. Just open 
the curtain and participate as little or as much as you’d 
like.” 


“Uh, thank you.” Dominick was unsure what else to say. The 
proper etiquette in these situations was always tricky. 


“Here is the key and, of course, your safe word.” Jeevers 
patted 


him on the shoulder with a weird “go get ’em” kind of an air. 


Staring down at the key now in his hand, Dominick knew it 
was 


pointless to ask but figured, what was the harm? “Hard 
Water, you say?” 


41 


“Precisely.” Jeevers smiled and headed to the room’s door. 
“Take 


your time, doctor. There is no clock in Tomba della 
Fustigazione.” 


As the door clicked shut behind the departing men, 
Dominick was 


left in a candlelit room with more leather in it than a dairy 
farm anda 


once-again ringing phone. Dominick truly wondered where 
his life had 


gone So screwy. 
Looking down at the name flashing across the little screen, 


Dominick figured that Jungle Boy was as good as place as 
any to start 


figuring this crazy shit out. 


He decided to forgo the typical greeting and got to the 
pressing 


matter at hand. “What the hell is Tomba della Fustigazione?” 


There was a silence, a long silence. It was the kind of silence 
that 


a man used to figure out just how much shit he could get 
away with 


spewing. Finally, the answer came. “It’s Italian.” 


Dominick considered pounding his head through Jeevers’s 
nice 


wall. “Thank you very much. And since | don’t know Italian, 
I'll ask you 


again.” 
More silence. This was going to be so bad. 


When the voice came it was steady though small. “It means 
Tomb 


of the Floggers.” 
“Ah, fuck.” 
“Yeah, | think that just about sums up their business goals.” 


“Just shut up a minute and let me think.” Although there 
wasn'ta 


lot to think about. Bottom line: Dominick was screwed. The 
method by 


which he was going to be screwed, however, was the 
lingering question. 


He slammed his fist into his thigh when Junior started doing 
a happy dance at all the possibilities. 


Josh gave him approximately thirty seconds of the 
requested “shut 


up” time. Truthfully it was more than Dominick had 
expected. 


“What the hell are you doing there?” Josh asked. “Aren’t you 


supposed to be at the Sailor Man Club? You know, nice, 
stuffy place with 


lots of guys but no whips and chains?” 


“I got a little turned around,” Dominick mumbled before 
getting to 


the real question of the hour. “And how the fuck did you 
know about my 


plans anyhow?” 


Josh snorted. “I'd keep the ‘fuck’s to a minimum over there. 
They 


just might take it as some kind of directive.” 
He was so going to kill Banyan. “You didn’t answer my 
question.” 


“You dropped your phone out by the mailboxes.” By all 
rights, 


Josh could have stopped there, but apparently the man was 
on a roll. “Juan, your friendly maitre d’ from Joe’s Sailor Man 
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reservation at ten o’clock. And what kind of doctor goes 
anywhere without 


his phone?” 


“Have you seen my patients, Banyan? The last after-hours 
Call 


I’ve had was a gal around eighty suffering a hangover from 
hard 


lemonade.” Speaking of which, he really wanted to figure 
out what this 


“Hard Water” clue could mean. He thought about asking 
Jungle Boy but 


didn’t get the words out quite quick enough. 
“I’m coming in to get you.” Josh stated, cape likely fluttering 


behind him in the breeze. 


“Whoa. Wait a minute. | am not a wounded soldier in the 
enemy 


camp. There will be no swooping down to rescue me. Where 
the hell are 


you, anyway?” 
“Parking lot. I’ve got a tire iron.” 


The traitorous big fella in his pants headed straight for the 
gutter 


with that one. Dominick’s tongue unintentionally followed. 
“Yeah, but do 


you know how to use it?” 


There was a beat of silence, followed by a little sputtering, 
then 


finally, “Did you just ask me—” 
“Yes, but I’ve been in the tequila. Blame the worm.” 
“PIL be there in two minutes. Shoot up a flare or something.” 


Dominick laughed. “What really, rea//y worries me about 
that is 


that | think you’re serious.” 
“lam,” Josh assured. 
“You're a freak.” 


“And who’s the one sitting in the Spankings R Us?” 


Dominick sighed. All right, the man had a good point. Since 
there 


wasn’t anything Dominick could do about that right now, he 
decided to dig 


up as much info he could get on his current screwed 
situation. “Have you 


ever been to one of these places?” 
“Me?” 
Sighing, Dominick scraped together a little spit of sarcastic 


patience. “Yes, Jungle Boy. I’m sure you’ve swung down from 
your trees 


occasionally.” 


More of that damned silence waiting for its own drum roll. 
“Yeah, 


in Bangkok.” 


Dominick rolled his eyes. Big shock that this guy couldn’t 
have 


been anyplace normal. “Of course, Bangkok. Where else 
would a man go 


to get his cock banged?” 
Josh groaned. “That was bad.” 


Choosing not to comment, Dominick tried to move the 


conversation along, “Apparently it didn’t scar you for life.” 
Meaning, of 


course, the trip to dungeon land, not the actual banging. 
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Thankfully, Banyan was keeping up just fine. “No. The club 
was 


good, intense. If you’re thinking this will scare you straight 


“Shit. You think I’m that dumb?” 
“No. Sorry.” Josh sounded genuinely sorry. 
Dominick was prepared to give him the benefit of the doubt. 


After a few seconds of apparently kicking himself, Josh 
continued, 


“Hey, you do whatever you want to do. l'Il stick around and 
give youa 


ride back home.” 

Dominick couldn't help it. He laughed. “Yes, Mom.” 

“Now, that’s just sick.” Josh was chuckling, though. “Go play 
with your guinea pig. I'll be here.” 


He might very well be out of his mind, but Dominick was 
going to 


take Josh up on his offer. Who needed liquor when you had 
Josh Banyan 


watching your back? Before he lost his nerve, Dominick said 
before 


quickly hanging up, “Thanks, Banyan. | owe you.” 


As soon as he slipped his phone back into his pocket, the 
leather 


curtain was drawn back. Apparently Jeevers was keeping a 
close eye on 


his male ingénue. The room dubbed “Hard Water” came into 
full view. 


In stark and startling contrast to the dark observation room 
of 


black leather, the “play room” was all a glaring, cold white. 
The walls 


were white subway tiles. They stretched from the ceiling 
down to and 


across the floor. All shiny and slick, they looked as if they 
belonged in a modernist’s shower rather than a sado- 
masochist’s dungeon. 


There was a single chair in the white room. It was metal, 
with a 


straight back. Its legs were bolted to the floor. There was a 
hole in the seat of the chair. The hole was in the shape of an 
ass. The man who would sit 


on that chair would suffer a draft. The chair had arms, metal 
also, with 


steel cuffs bolted to their ends. A tightly linked chain hung 
down from the sides of the back. A lock lying open was 
attached to one end of the chain. 


Other chains, of shorter links, wound in and around the legs 
of the chair. 


They too had open locks. They too hung loosely, waiting for 
a body to 


hold down. 


Embedded in the tile directly below the open seat of the 
chair 


were nozzles. There were three in all. Each pointed up and 
at a slightly 


differing angle. They resembled the ends of garden hoses, 
only their heads were pointier, their aim just that much 
more precise. 


There were other nozzles too, peppered throughout the 
walls, their 


shining heads all facing the chair. 
A drain was built into the floor. 


Outdoor floodlights were perched in all four corners of the 
room. 


All that was missing was the body. 


A speaker crinkled on above Dominick’s head. The voice 
was 


tinny and unrecognizable. “Would you care to take a seat, 
Dr. Carlyle?” 
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Dominick leapt back from the glass as if he had just been 
burned. 


“No.” Detesting how cowardly he was appearing, he cleared 
his throat and 


tried to regain a little more control of the situation. “No, 
thank you. | 


would like to...” He faltered, knowing what he wanted to say 
but not 


wanting to hear himself say it. 


“Do you want to watch, Dr. Carlyle?” The voice clung to the 
word 


“watch” as if it was a carrot hung out in front of a starving 
rabbit. It was almost laughable in one respect, but in the 
other it was gut-wrenchingly 


and inexplicably hot. Dominick didn’t know if his face was 
burning from 


embarrassment or from razor-sharp lust. 


The voice didn’t wait for Dominick to decide. “Are you a 
voyeur, 


Doctor? A man who likes to watch another man endure 
unbearable 


pleasure?” 


“| don’t know,” he said between clenched teeth. He was 
angry at 


himself, at this situation, at the desire lacing through his 
system like some kind of drug. “I don’t know, damn it.” 


“Would you like to find out, Dr. Carlyle?” the voice offered as 


innocently and smoothly as the snake had no doubt 
propositioned Eve. 


“You can turn away whenever you want. Just close your eyes 
and all you'll 


hear are his screams of pain and orgasm.” 


Dominick’s cock was now as hard as a rock and thrumming 
with 


each pounding of his heart. His hand drifted down to his 
pants, hovering 


over the zipper, itching to pull down the metal teeth and let 
his dick free. 


“Do it, Dr. Carlyle.” Apparently the voice was a voyeur too, 
as it 


egged all of his dirty desires on. “lIl send the man in. Would 
you like to see his face, Dr. Carlyle? Would that excite you?” 


“Yas,” 
The word had barely left his tongue when the door in the far 


corner of the white tiled room opened and a nude man 
stepped out. 


In utter perfection, he was hung. The half-risen shaft and its 
large 


balls bobbed delectably as the stranger walked across the 
room and took 


his seat in the chair. Only when he was seated did Dominick 
dare to look at his face. For all the man’s handsomeness, he 
was disappointed to find he 


looked nothing like Banyan. 
Dominick had to sit down. Falling back hard onto the black 


leather sofa, his knees gave out at just the same time as his 
resistance. 


He could do this. He would do this. He would feed his 
desires 


tonight. 
Reaching down, he quickly unzipped his pants. His choice of 


going commando paid off as his cock sprung free, pre-come 
already 


dripping down its trembling shaft. Yanking his pants down 
past his hips 


and ass, he grabbed himself roughly. The fingers of his right 
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hard around his girth while his thumb circled and teased the 
ripe and 


begging head. His left hand cupped his balls, massaging 
their weight. 


He let his head fall to the back of the couch as he stretched 
his 


legs out as wide as his dropped pants would allow. He no 
doubt looked 


like debauchery personified. Dominick didn’t care. At this 
point, all he 


cared about was getting off and getting off hard. 


The water shot through the nozzles without preamble or 
warning. 


The stranger screamed and tried to bolt off of the chair. The 
hoses stopped immediately. Men dressed in black, covered 
from head to toe in Lycra, 


hurried into the room. They grabbed the stranger and 
manhandled him 


back into the chair. The cuffs were slammed shut around his 
wrists. The 


chains were locked tight across his thighs, chin, and waist. 
“Should the man be gagged, Dr. Carlyle?” 

“No.” 

The men dressed in black left the room. 

The water shot forth again. 

The stranger screamed. 


Dominick’s gaze jockeyed everywhere, trying to take it all 
in. 


Each of the thin but full-powered streams of water looked to 
be pulsating. 


Each hit the stranger’s body in different, strategic, and 
jarring places. 


The three nozzles on the floor were the most cruel. One 
fired up 


directly into his asshole. One pounded his perineum. The 
last danced his 


swollen cock across his thighs and over his abs. 


The hoses from the side were precise, devious tools. Their 
pulsing 


streams ran parallel to the floor, barely brushing the tips of 
his nipples. 


With each outtake of breath, his tender buds would be free 
of the water. 


With each intake of breath, the nipples would be pounded 
mercilessly. 


Other nozzles were directed at the skin right below his 
navel. Two 


from the ceiling, moved in small figure eights across his 
bound thighs. One behind him shot a line of water up and 
down his spine. If it occasionally 


dropped between the clefts of his ass cheeks it was all the 
better. 


While the stranger’s initial screams were turning rapidly into 


guttural moans of abject pleasure, Dominick was pumping 
himself harder, 


rougher. Primal moans escaped from his own open mouth. 
The passion fire 


was boiling up so uncontrollably throughout his body that it 
was hard to 


catch breath. Every pore of his flesh, every cell of his being 
Slaved away for only one goal now: orgasm. 


The bound stranger in the chair quivered. His eyes were 
beginning 


to roll back. His mouth was open, gasping for his own share 
of air. 


Fingertips dug into metal. Toes clinched. 

Dominick twisted his fist. He cried out. 

The stranger seized. He couldn’t make a sound. 
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One silent, one screaming, both men came hard. Too hard. 
Unconsciousness swept both men away. 
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Chapter Five: Jumping into the Right Deep End 


At around two in the morning, Dominick wobbled out of the 
club 


like an unsteady toddler on roller skates. At least he had his 
pants on. 


Thanking God for small favors, Josh approached the man 


cautiously. “Well, you’re in one piece. I’m glad you didn’t go 
for the ‘saw me in half’ room after all.” 


“You're a funny man,” Dominick slurred happily. “They had 


showers. | got all cleaned up. Smell me.” He shoved his face 
right into 


Josh’s. 


There was no sniffing. Pointing at the car only a few feet 
away, 


Josh directed calmly, “Get in the car.” 
Dominick pouted but obeyed. 


Once he had gotten his passenger belted into his seat, Josh 
pulled 


out into traffic and asked in the best disinterested voice he 
could scrape up, 


“So, | assume you—” 


“Shot a load clear across the room.” Dominick jumped in 
with 


what could only be called glee. “I’m talking record-breaking 
distance here, Banyan.” 


Josh slowly nodded, putting pieces together. Shooting across 
the 


room meant not shooting into someone or something in the 
latex and 


stretchy category. Josh couldn’t deny the little nonsensical 
and totally 


selfish cheer that went up at the thought. Since the man 
was feeling chatty, Josh decided to ask just to be sure. “So, 
you didn’t—” 


“One-handed mambo all the way.” Dominick was nearly 
bouncing 


in his seat. Excitement vibrated out of him. “The whole 
behind-the-curtain thing? It was sort of like watching really 
good, life-sized, 3-D porn, 


without the corny music, of course. | should have brought 
my guitar.” 


Censoring out everything that could be blamed on the 
alcohol, 


Josh came to the alarming conclusion that maybe Dominick 
hadn’t known 


he could have been a more hands-on player. “You do know 
that you could 


have—” 


Dominick waved him off with a grunt of impatience. “I know. 
| 


just wanted to see if the old dog down there would be happy 
with seeing 


in-the-flesh stuff.” He grinned crookedly into his lap. “He 
was.” 


“That’s good, right?” 


Dominick was all nods. “Excellent for the bisexual ticket, 
yes.” 


“So...you’re going back?” That little hiccup of trepidation 
had 


nothing to do with jealousy. Nope, nothing whatsoever. 
“No. I’m done guinea pigging.” 
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“You're done.” Josh didn’t even want to try to repeat what 
he’d 


said, so he just brushed over it with a snort. “Even though 
you never...?” 


Dominick was once again talking. “Look, the sex | can do. | 
mean, 


no problem. The cuddling, though, and all the after-game 
activities | pretty much suck at. Not a sexist thing, either. 
I’m sure I’m a snuggling failure with all chromosomes. 
That’s the chief impediment to my dick’s happiness 


now.” 
“Laying off the liquor? Wise move.” The sarcasm was ripe. 


Dominick harrumphed. “My innate sense of honesty has 
nothing 


to do with my current lack of sobriety.” 


Josh had to laugh. “You’re probably right. Any guy that can 
get 


that sentence out of his mouth at two in the morning is 
either sober or 


stoned.” 
Greatly affronted, Dominick proclaimed, “I don’t stone.” 


Josh rolled his eyes and focused all his attention back on the 
dark 


road. “I think I’m going to quit listening to you now.” 
“Fine. But you’ll miss me.” 


An hour and a half later, Josh had pulled up to Dominick’s 
house 


and had poured the doctor out of the car and right over his 
shoulder. 


Josh was halfway up the stairs with his burden when he 
decided 


that it was more than fair to complain. “I’ve known you for 
all of what? 


Four days and I’ve carried your ass over a threshold twice. 
This has got to stop.” 


“What? Before it becomes kinky for you?” Dominick 
whacked 


him happily on the ass. 


Josh stopped in mid-drop of Dominick’s drunk butt onto his 
bed. 


“Did the word kinky just come out of your mouth?” 
“Yep. You want me to Say it again? Maybe add a little pelvic 
thrust to it?” God help him, Dominick started to giggle. 


Josh dropped him none too kindly to the mattress and 
backed 


Slowly away. “Please, please, tell me this is some kind of a 
joke.” A 


giggling Dominick just might mean the end of the world. 


“It is.” Dominick’s eyes cleared completely as a smirk 
grabbed 


calculating hold of his lips. 
“What?” Josh was now damned confused. 


Dominick raised himself up on his elbows and grinned. “It’s 
a 


joke. Been yanking your chain for just about two hours 
now.” 


“So you're saying that you’re not...” 


“Three sheets to the wind? Soused to the gills? Nope, I’m 
not.” 


Dominick stopped only to catch his breath. “I was drunk 
earlier, way back when this completely screwed-up night 
started. | lost that buzz hours ago.” 


“You just wanted to yank my chain?” Josh spoke very slowly, 
enunciating every word.. 
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“Yeah.” Dominick had the decency to lose the smile and 
gulp, “l 


thought it was funny.” 


“Funny?” Josh asked, lacing the word with a steel he knew 
most 


people found intimidating. “You thought it was funny.” 
“Okay, I’m sorry. Maybe | pushed it too far. You didn’t hurt 


yourself, did you? Man, | never even thought about your 
hip.” Dominick 


was off the bed and pawing at Josh’s hip with an infuriating 
amount of 


sobriety. 


Josh knocked his hands away. His hip was fine, damn it. At 
least 


the idiot had the compassion to be concerned about it. 
“That’s the first 


decent thing you’ve said to me tonight.” 


All points won back from asking about his hip were wiped 
out by 


Dominick’s wide-eyed, “Huh?” 


“I’m going home,” Josh told his neighbor coldly. “Put yourself 
to 


bed before you hurt yourself laughing. | sure as hell won’t 
be back to pick you up.” With that, Josh turned and stormed 
out of the house. 


It wasn’t until halfway back to his own house that Josh 
finally 


cracked a smile. 


* OK OOK x 


“Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.” Dominick’s mantra had hardly 
changed in 


the last ten minutes. 


He’d thought about calling Josh back, but he instinctively 
knew 


that wasn’t going to work. 


He’d thought about ignoring the bastard all together. It 
wasn't 


Dominick’s fault that the guy had no real sense of humor. 
That line of 


thought lasted all of two and half seconds. 


When he came to the realization that he was going to have 
to go 


after Banyan, Dominick determined to do it right this time— 
well, at least 


clothed this time. 


He threw himself into his shower, turned the water on as hot 
as it 


would go and scrubbed himself good and clean. The whole 
club shower 


and “smell me” thing had been a lie. Jeevers had offered 
him the use of a 


bathroom right after Dominick had handed over his credit 
card. He didn’t 


even want to contemplate what this night was going to cost 
him 


financially. He scrubbed harder. 


Admittedly, he was a mess. BDSM dungeons can do that to 
a guy. 

After about three minutes his skin finally felt raw enough to 
be declared 


clean. Hurrying to his closet, he threw on the first clean and 
comfy clothes he could find. He was not about to go into the 
war zone next door feeling 


self conscious. 


So, it was in a pair of faded gray sweatpants and a white V- 
neck 


cotton T-shirt that he stomped over to Banyan’s house and 
beat on the 


door. He sure as hell wasn’t about to play the pansy in this 
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but cool breeze drifted by. He glanced down at his feet and 
cursed aloud, 


“Damn it! Who the hell goes into battle barefoot?” 


“At least your dick’s not hanging out this time.” The voice 
came 


from the far side of the darkened porch. Listening for it now, 
Dominick 


could hear the telltale squeak and whine of a rocking chair 
working away. 


When no footsteps or other words followed the voice, 
Dominick 


sighed. Couldn’t the two of them ever do anything normal? 
With the 


answer apparently being a big fat “No, you dumb ass, you 
can't,” 


Dominick, barefoot and porched, started, “I was a jerk.” He 
stopped, 


hoping for some kind of response. Getting none, he tried 
again, “I was a 


really big jerk. You came all the way to Miami looking for me 
just trying 


to help me—me, a guy you’ve known for less than a week. 
Then | don’t 


even have the balls to thank you, instead I...” 


“Yank my chain?” The voice hadn’t moved but the rocking 
had 


stopped. 
Shaking off the eeriness of this whole situation, Dominick 


continued, “Yeah. I’m sorry, man. Look, | Know there are no 
excuses, and 


I’ve been a dickhead since you met me—” 
“Dickhead? Funny way to put it.” 
“Yeah.” Dominick winced. He doubted being “funny” was the 


way to go right now. “Sorry about that.” Fuck. He felt like 
some damned 


fish out of water here. He hadn’t felt so uncomfortable since 
—well, since 


about five hours ago at the stinking Tomba. He found 
himself laughing. 


His whole life was so messed up. 
It got a whole lot weirder about ten seconds later when the 


unmistakable squeak and rush of water of an outside faucet 
being turned 


on hit his ears. He stared out into the dark corner of the 
porch, trying to catch a glimpse at what was going on. With 
no porch lights on and no 


fickle moon at his back tonight, Dominick couldn’t see a 
damned thing. He 


stood his ground and asked, “What the hell are you doing, 
Banyan?” That 


little rattle to his voice was not nerves. No way. 


When the words came, they were so calm, so cool that 
Dominick 


felt a chill down to his bones. “Soft water, Carlyle.” 


Being the self-admitted coward that he was, Dominick took 
a step 


back before asking, “What did you say?” 


The water pressure was turned up. “Come here.” The voice 
was no 


longer cool. It was hot and rugged. 


Dominick gulped. He held back his poorly restrained dick as 
it 


made a run for that dark patch of porch. “What’s the game, 
Banyan? Are 


you yanking my chain now? Is that what this is?” If it was a 
joke, then the man had better be getting to the punch line 
awfully quick. He was done 


being played with tonight. 
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“Come here,” Josh repeated with that same gravelly, fuck- 
me 


voice. “If you’re done playing with your guinea pigs, come 
play with me.” 


Dominick’s knees deserted him, his brain cells all 
abandoned ship 


and his cock was now crawling out of his pants. All in all, the 
man was 


pretty much fucked right where he stood. “This is a joke.” 
He was going to kill Banyan for this, right after he got done 
jerking himself off behind that tree. 


“No, this is an offer.” There was movement across the porch. 
It 


was the sound of slow-moving footsteps. “Sex between men 
can be hard. It 


can be dirty and messy and hot as all hell. The sex can also 
be soft. It can be long and maddening and hotter than your 
damn Florida sun.” The 


footsteps stopped. Josh Banyan still stood in the 
unbreakable dark. “I'll 


show you the soft, then you can show me the hard.” 


No more words were needed. Dominick Carlyle strode into 
the 


shadows, eyes wide open, not once looking back. 


What Dominick found in the dark was skin. Miles of skin. 


Josh Banyan had been standing there the whole time naked. 
He 


held the garden hose in his hand, a thumb partially over its 
spout. The 


water fanned out in a gentle arc that Josh ran down his body 
boldly. 


Slowly, his eyes were becoming adjusted to the light. He 
didn’t 


wait. Dominick led with his hands and saw with his lips. 


Running his hands down the sleek fields of wet skin, 
Dominick’s 


fingers explored the new playground with the enthusiasm of 
a child. There 


were so many places, so many curves and soft nooks that 
his hands longed 


to linger in that he knew if he stopped for only a moment 
he’d be tempted 


to stay for an eternity. 


His lips, however, had found their home. His tongue fit 
perfectly 


within Banyan’s mouth. It was given free rein to memorize 
every tooth, 


every bud of taste, every long, slick line of his throat. 


Suddenly, there were hands pulling his shirt over his head. 


Suddenly, there were fingers pushing his pants down over 
his 


hips. 
Suddenly, there was a cock pressed to his cock. Dominick 


whimpered, his hands finally finding their hold on firm ass 
cheeks. 


Dominick pulled Banyan and his dick closer. Harder. 


The two shafts, both risen and weeping, slid up and down 
the 


other as if they had been dancing with one another forever. 
For the first 


time in Dominick’s life, he mewled. 


Their nipples touched. The hardened nubs were on fire as 
they too 


began the slow dance of sex. 


Every pore of Dominick’s skin felt open and hungry, lapping 
up 


every drop of water and sweat his skin met. There was 
nothing of this man 


that Dominick didn’t want to eat. He was suddenly 
voracious. 
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Their gentle rubbing turned rougher, hungrier, more 
desperate for 


completion. 
Sounds came out of their mouth which could only be called 
primal. 


Harder and harder, they rocked and pushed and pulled 
together. 


Soon, there was nothing but skin, sweat, cock, and come. 
They came together. 


One screamed. One sighed. Both fell to their knees, clinging 
to the 


other as if their lives depended on it. 
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Chapter Six: The Bittersweet Lapping of Candy 
Once they started, they never really stopped. 


Oh, they came up for air and food, for Dominick’s job and 
Josh’s 


home repairs. Sometimes, when they weren’t fucking their 
brains out, they 


actually talked. As the weeks went by, they talked more and 
more. They 


started sharing meals, at first just so the after-dinner sex 
could start with their doing the dishes. 


Three weeks in, just as dinner had become more or less a 
daily 


occurrence between the two, Josh threw a wrench into their 
“fuck me, fuck 


you” plans. 
It had begun with lobster. 
“This is good,” Dominick announced with his mouth full of 


lobster. One of his patients had spent the day on a lobster 
boat out of Key West and had come back sporting a nasty 
Sunburn and toting a Caribbean 


spiny lobster around in a little cage. After a little bartering, 
Dominick and Josh were enjoying freshly steamed lobster 
dipped in butter for dinner. 


Josh had taken charge of the meal. He had done the lobster 
up like a pro, 


except for the part where he gouged a chunk of skin out of 
his palm near 


his thumb. That was going to leave a scar. “Did you learn to 
fix this on that little island of yours?” 


While they had shared brief histories with each other, 
neither man 


had dared delve into the deep stuff yet. The fact that 
Dominick couldn’t 


remember the name of Josh’s “little island” was a clear 
indication of just how far they had left to go. 


“No.” He shook his head as he sucked the butter off of his 
fingers. 


“In South Africa. There’s this little place in Cape Town, a 
mom-and-pop 


kind of a seafood shack that | basically move into whenever 
I’m in town.” 


“Got your own table?” Dominick teased as he tried very 
hard not 


to watch those wet fingers go into that wet mouth. 


Josh ducked his head and answered sheepishly, “Yeah, | kind 
of 


do.” Wiping his hands on a napkin, he licked the last taste of 
lobster slowly from his lips. “Until tonight, | didn’t think my 
stomach was going to make it the whole eight weeks.” He 
patted those rock-hard abs contentedly. 


“This just might see me through.” 


With tongue, fingers, and abs all involved in Josh’s 
statement, it 


took several moments for Dominick to process the actual 
words he had just 


heard. “What eight weeks?” 
“Until | go back,” Josh shrugged, reaching for his wine. 


“Go back?” Dominick was getting a very bad feeling about 
this. 
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“To Tristan da Cunha, you know, my ‘little island. 
did 


Josh even 


the air-quotes thing with his fingers, but even that didn’t 
drag Dominick’s attention away from what was coming out 
of that mouth. Josh added 


easily, “I’ve got to stop in Cape Town to hop the boat. | think 
l'Il be able to spare a couple of hours to stuff my face with 
seafood.” 


“You're going back?” 
“Yeah,” Josh answered, eying him a little curiously. 


“Why?” He knew he had a five-year-old’s “Why did my 
goldfish 


die?” look on his face, but he simply didn’t care at this 
point. 


Josh was getting the picture. His voice now had a little bit of 
guilt 


lagging behind it. “I’ve got work to do. I’m just here to see 
to this place, make sure it’s all right for the winter.” 


There was a brick in Dominick’s gut. It was heavy and pointy 
and 


he didn’t know how he was ever going to get it out. “How 
long will you be 


gone?” 


“At least a year.” Josh was no longer looking at him. He 
fiddled 


with the stem of his wine glass. “You don’t just come and go 
to Tristan at the drop of the hat.” The tinkling of the crystal 
apparently got to be too wearing on Josh. He tucked his 


hands away to his lap and dared a glance at his dinner 
companion. “What’s with the face?” By Josh’s immediate 
wince, 


it was clear he hadn’t meant to say that. 


“Nothing,” Dominick answered before Josh could recover. “| 
just 


never thought of you leaving.” That five-year-old child was 
back and 


Dominick was just about ready to strangle him. Sitting up 
straighter in his chair, Dominick manned up to explain, 
“What | mean is—” 


Josh cut him off. “In eight weeks you'll be tired of me.” The 
man 


chuckled sadly. “l'Il be tired of me.” Banyan looked nervous. 
“This thing 


with you and me, | just thought—” 


“Fuck buddies.” It was easy enough to say. Dominick had 
thought 


the same thing up to about five minutes ago. 


“Yeah,” Josh blew out a breath, sounding relieved. “I mean, 
this is 

great.” He jerked his hand back and forth between them. 
“But, come on, 


from the very beginning this has all been about the sex. | 
couldn't...” 


Though he didn’t know what Josh was going to say, he 
agreed 


nonetheless, “Neither could |.” Dominick just wanted this 
conversation to 


be over. 
“I’m glad we’re—” 


“Yeah, I’m glad we’re on the same page too.” Dominick 
threw a 


smile across his lips, hoping Josh would buy it. 
Apparently Josh did. He looked down at his empty plate and 


sighed. “I wonder if that patient of yours is any good at 
swordfishing.” 


From there the conversation went back to normal. Since 
they were 


both on the same page, why wouldn't it? 
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The fact that they had peaches for dessert that night 
instead of a 


round of sex was never mentioned by either party. 
x kx OK OX 
Normalcy returned the next day. 


Dominick had spent the better part of the previous night 
banging 


his head against the wall, trying to cram some sense into his 
obviously 


brainless skull. 


Just short of a concussion, Dominick had come to the 
conclusion 


that he was an idiot. It wasn’t like he was suddenly in love 
with this 


Banyan guy. Dominick had just used him for practice, a good 
jumping-off 


point for the rest of his bisexual life. 


Last night, he had just been surprised by Josh’s 
announcement. It 


had rattled him unnecessarily, panicked him into wanting to 
cling to his 


first male lover. There’d be other male lovers, though. Lots 
and lots of 


other, better men. Dominick would just have to start 
weaning himself off 


of Josh. 

But, hell, he had eight weeks to do it, so he’d wean slow. 
x OK OK OK 

“You've got good knees,” Josh Banyan said breathlessly. 


They were both lying in bed. They were naked, sweaty, and 
sated. 


Having just finished a monumental session of “I suck better 
than you,” 


with both men definitely coming out the winners, Dominick 
had begun to 


drift off. Lying flat on his back with one arm tucked under 
the pillow 


cushioning his head, his other hand lazily drew circles 
around Josh’s navel. 


Dominick had just about decided this was as close to 
heaven as a man like 


him was ever going to get, when his lover threw out a 
comment like that. 


What was a man to do with that? “Excuse me?” he asked 
incredulously. 


On his own pillow, Josh shrugged, “I’m just saying.” 


Dominick popped up in the bed, unwound the tangled sheet 
from 


his body, and stared down at his knees. He jabbed at them 
with his 


fingertips, acknowledging they were tough suckers and 
deciding the one 


scar he’d gotten on his kneecap from attempting to fly when 
he was five 


probably only added to the manliness of his knees. He let a 
self-satisfied smile fly as he agreed, “Good call, Banyan.” 


A strong hand to his shoulder jerked him back to the 
mattress. A 


warm and familiar palm slapped across his mouth. 
“You ever consider just nodding?” the admirer of Dominick 
Carlyle’s knees commented. 


Dominick shook his head obediently, then yanked the 
offending 


gag from his mouth. “Patients consider nodding 
condescending and 


stuffy.” 
“Do I look like one of your patients?” 
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He glanced down at the long, lean and oh-so-wonderfully 
naked 


body by his side and swallowed back a lecherous grin. He 
tried to explain, 


“Bedside manner, Josh. It’s a tough nut to quit.” 


“A tough nut to quit?” Josh’s face screwed up into all kinds 
of 


fucking adorable. “Isn’t that saying supposed to be—” 
“Shut up.” Dominick returned the hand-gagging favor and 


announced in all seriousness, “Your Adam’s apple makes me 
hot.” He then 


released his fingers from his lover’s lips and let the cards fall 
where they may. If they were both about to becomes saps 
Dominick saw no need in 


denying the basic facts with which he had to work on a daily 
basis. The up-and-down motion of that most delicious bit of 
man fruit tempted him 


constantly. Did the man have any idea how many times he 
wanted to jump 


his neck and suck? The vampiric tendencies that Adam’s 
apple fostered 


were frightening. 
After a long moment of silence, Josh agreed, “Fair enough.” 
More silence. When there were apparently no more words 


forthcoming from that side of the bed, Dominick rolled over 
to his side and stared. “Do | get a thank you?” He wasn’t the 
kind of a guy who went 


around flattering other men’s body parts. He thought he 
should at least get an acknowledgement of his efforts. 


Josh thought differently. Also rolling over to his side, his 
stare 


steady and soft, he asked, “Did | get a thank you?” 
“Yas,” 
“No.” Josh disagreed with a most fervent set to his jaw. “You 


complimented me on my taste. A ‘Good call, Banyan,’ is not 
a thank you.” 


“Do you want me to send you a card?” 
“You started this,” Josh defended innocently. 
Dominick snorted. “Oh, really? Mr. ‘Mmm, your knees are 


good. 


Josh opened his mouth to no doubt tell him just where he 
could 


shove it when apparently the realization hit. He asked, “Why 
are we 


arguing?” 
Lying never crossed Dominick’s mind. “So | can watch your 


Adam’s apple work it.” Hey, he had read somewhere that in 
sap-land that 


honesty was a fine thing. 
“You're wheedling for another blow job, aren’t you?” 


The trouble with being honest is that other people might try 
being 


honest right back. “I’m a doctor. | do not wheedle.” Okay, a 
little lie never hurt anyone. 


Josh purposefully ran the tip of his tongue across his lips, 
making 


them all shiny and tempting. “You know, you can’t see this,” 
Josh pointed 


at his Adam’s apple, “when I’m doing this.” He tugged at 
Dominick’s 


guilty-looking half-risen cock. 
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“Not the point. | know it’s there and enjoying itself. That’s 
good 


enough.” Dominick grinned. 
“You're a goof.” Josh rolled his eyes and tweaked the goof’s 


nipple. 


Dominick shrugged. “You need a little goof in your life.” He 
was 


still smiling. 


Josh snorted as he latched his hand around Dominick’s neck 
and 


pulled him for a long, searing hot kiss. Eventually he pulled 
back just 


enough to say, “A goof with good knees.” 


Just before he locked his lips once again on Banyan’s, 
Dominick 


whispered, “Ain’t it your lucky day that you’ve got me?” 


* OK OOK OX 


“You live in the Florida Keys.” Josh thought it acceptable to 
point 


out, considering they were standing on a marina less than 
two miles from 


the guy’s house. It had been over a week since the 
infamous lobster 


conversation. While neither man had mentioned it again, 
Josh had done a 


hell of a lot of thinking on it. 


Although conclusions had been reached in Josh’s mind, he 
had 


decided to steadfastly not act upon them. Sure, he could fall 
in love with Dominick Carlyle. Hell, maybe he already had a 
little. Pursuing anything 


with the Florida-anchored doctor was, however, out of the 
question. 


Long-distance relationships didn’t work. Whenever Josh 
started to 


think otherwise, he pulled out of his wallet the picture of 
Xavier and him kissing. They had loved each other, at least 
in the beginning. Put an ocean and six months between 
them, however, and everything went to hell. 


Josh wasn’t going to make that mistake again. He was going 
to 


keep his mouth shut, enjoy the fucking, and walk away 
forever in just a 


little more than six weeks. Yeah, it would hurt, but he’d get 
over it. He would. Anyhow, it wasn’t as if Dominick shared 


any of these feelings. If 
he had, this would have been a hell of a lot harder. 


Meanwhile, Josh was just worrying if he was ever going to 
get his 


“fuck buddy” on the damn boat. 
“Yes, Banyan. | live in the Keys. Little dots of land. | live on 


those, not on the water.” Dominick’s gaze was nervously 
jockeying back 


and forth between all the boats. 


Josh got a sudden sinking feeling. “Please, tell me you can 
swim.” 


Dominick gained an inch of height to utter indignation. “TIl 
have 


you know, smart ass, that I’ve got my Shark card right here 
from the 


YMCA.” Dominick dug his wallet out of his pocket and 
started rifling 


through a stack of credit cards. 


“So,” Josh sucked in his bottom lip and tried his damnedest 
not to 


smirk, “in a pool, huh?” 
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“It’s water.” Dominick shoved a laminated card complete 
with a 


line drawing of a grinning shark into Josh’s chest. “And you, 
my friend, 


are a snob. A water snob.” Dominick grabbed back his card 
and raised his 


hands in a show of friendly supplication. “Just so you know 
that and hold 


no delusions of maritime charity.” 


Josh just stared at the idiot for a beat before also throwing 
his 


hands up. “You do know that you’re making no sense, 
right?” A sudden 


idea came to him. “Feigning insanity so you don’t have to 
get on the boat, is that it?” 


Narrowing his eyes, Dominick asked simply, “Did I say | 
wasn't 


getting on the boat?” 
“Are you on the boat?” Josh returned just as simply. 


Dominick tensed and stomped onto the boat. Turning 
around, 


arms held akimbo, the man asked, “See? I’m on the boat. 
Happy?” 


“Giddy.” Josh rolled his eyes and joined the happy admiral 
on his 


vessel. 


“You do have a license, right?” The plea came before Josh 
had 


even dropped his bag to the deck. 

Josh shrugged and headed for the wheel. “You don’t need a 
license.” 

“No, | know / don’t need a license, but you need a license.” 


Dominick’s voice hitched up to the level of an eighth 
grader’s. 


“No, | don’t.” Hey, he couldn’t help it if the government 
hadn’t 


realized the profit they were missing by requiring boating 
licenses. 


“You mean they just handed the keys over to you because 
you 


flashed a little platinum plastic their way?” 
Josh nodded. 


There was more narrowing of the eyes. “You flashed that 
kissing 


picture at them, didn’t you?” 
Josh dropped his head and laughed. 


“Okay. That was not a denial. | noticed that.” Dominick 
smirked. 


Josh didn’t think he’d ever figure out this guy. To tell the 
truth, he 


was kind of hoping he never did. “Put this on.” Josh flung the 
life vest over to him. 


Dominick grabbed it and looked at it like it was a snake. 
“You 


want me to pick out the dirge I’m going to be eaten to, 
too?” 


“Ha, ha.” 


With a hell of a lot of complaining, Dominick got the thing 
on. 


“Bury me not with flippers, Banyan. | mean it. You really 
don’t wanta 


flippered ghost flip-flopping after you for eternity. | can be 
damned 


annoying.” 


“Even without the flippers,” Josh agreed wholeheartedly as 
he 


watched the guy pace. “Are you going to sit down?” He was 
all set to go, 
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the boat was ready to be fired up, the waves of the Gulf 
were busily 


beckoning them to her curves. Now all he had to do was get 
Mr. Stick in 


the Mud to relax and sit his butt down. 
Dominick didn’t move. 


Josh sighed. “Fine. Don’t sit. But any drowning from this 
point on 


is not my fault.” 
Dominick sat on the edge of the two-man bench, half his ass 
hanging off the side. 


Staring hard at the distant chasm between them, Josh shook 
his 


head and asked, “What? | got cooties now?” 


“If it’s all the same with you, | don’t want us driving into a 
Skiff 


because you got distracted with my thigh rubbing against 
yours.” 


Josh laughed. “What are we? Thirteen?” 
Josh was sure Dominick didn’t intend for him to catch the 


accompanying smirk. “Hey, you brought up the cooties, not 
me,” 


As the boat roared to life, Josh made a suggestion he 
thought 


would be best for both their welfare. “Do you think we can 
get through the next, oh, let’s say ten minutes without you 
talking?” 


“Fine.” 
“Fine.” 


By the time they made it out of the marina and through the 
gaggle 


of tourist boats anchored right off shore, Dominick’s ten 
minutes had 


passed and Josh was feeling like a heel. He looked over to 
the man at his 


side guiltily. The poor guy looked miserable. “You know, you 
didn’t have 


to come. | mean, | appreciate the company and all but | 
would have been 


fine out here alone.” 


“And that’s the point,” Dominick stated as he busily tied a 
stray 


piece of rope into a ridiculously complex knot that they’d no 
doubt taught him in “shark” school. 


It was enough of a distraction that it took Josh a couple of 
seconds 


to get back to asking, “What’s the point?” 
“You can be fine not alone just as well as alone.” Dominick 


scrunched up his face, probably realizing just how messed 
up that sounded. 


He waved it off with a well-placed, “You know what | mean.” 
He then 


pulled out another of those damned attractive smirks. “Who 
knows? With a 


little company you might even bump yourself up to being 
good.” 


“You're saying | should get a dog?” Josh hoped being a 
Smart-ass 


would cover the useless lump growing in his throat. 


Dominick, the bastard, seemed just fine with the diversion, 
even 


taking it for his own. “When you get back to that island of 
yours, 


something soft and fluffy might be helpful, but until then 
you've got me.” 


This was getting out of control. Josh slapped his hand across 


Dominick’s forehead. “You don’t have a fever. Could be 
rabies, | guess.” 
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“You're funny.” Dominick tossed the defeated rope onto 
Josh’s 


lap. 
Looking down at the tightly knotted ball on his thighs, Josh 


assured with a quirk to his lips, “I don’t need a lap dog, 
Dominick.” 


“That is wrong on so many levels, Banyan.” 
“So drop it,” Josh suggested with a defensive shrug to his 


Shoulders. “Worry about your patients, not me. That’s what 
they’re there 


for.” 
“Not the check, huh?” 
Josh would have taken it for the joke Dominick had no doubt 


intended if he hadn’t caught the man staring off into the 
horizon. “You 


believe that?” 
“Sometimes,” Dominick answered a little too honestly. 


Josh nodded his head slowly. He shouldn't say it. It was none 
of 


his business, but—“Maybe you're in the wrong business 
then.” 


“You’ve got something to say?” 
Josh shook his head. This was a damn bad idea. “Forget it.” 


“No, come on. Spit it out, Tarzan.” A pissed-off energy rolled 
off 


of Dominick in waves. He turned to face Josh head-on in his 
seat and 


Slapped his shoulder in mock approval. “I’d love to hear 
what a guy who’s 


known me for all of a month has to say about my life.” 


Josh looked at the hand still latched sarcastically to his 
shoulder 


and figured what the hell. “You’re miserable.” 
“What?” Dominick clearly hadn’t expected that. 


Josh couldn’t help a little jolt of pleasure at having surprised 
his 


lover. It was always nice to get the upper hand with a 
doctor, even one 


whom he liked. “You’re a miserable s.o.b. who spends half 
his time faking 


that it’s all good and the other half ignoring what he knows 
could make it good.” Even Josh cringed at the unexpected 
onslaught of philosophical 


shit. 


The doctor, however, didn’t seem to mind it too much. In 
fact, he 


looked genuinely interested, in Josh’s opinion. “So what am | 
doing here? 


You know, with you?” 


Josh looked him dead in the eye and admitted, “That’s what 
I’m 


wondering.” 
“Let me know when you figure it out.” 


Going with the flow, Josh pulled back behind his lover and 
gave 


the man’s ass a good, studious look. “Got to tell you, 
Dominick. You’ve 


got the best damn tail I’ve ever seen on a lap dog.” 
Dominick laughed. “I can’t believe you said that.” 


“Neither can |.” Josh found himself grinning like the 
proverbial 


idiot. 
61 


“So, how are you doing now, Banyan?” Dominick just had to 
push 


it. 
Josh let him. “I’m doing good.” 
x x OK OX 
“So, tell me about this place,” Dominick drawled. He was 


stretched out on the bottom of the boat. The heat of the 
noonday sun was 


gently lapping away the water off of his skin. The men had 
just returned 


from a swim in the deep Gulf waters. There wasn’t another 
vessel in sight. 


The only sound was the waves licking the sides of their 
boat. 


Josh had almost drifted off. Lying by Dominick’s side, 
cocooned 


in the heat of summer and the warmth of a strong body so 
near and so 


touchable, Josh had allowed the sea to rock him to the brink 
of sleep. 


When Dominick’s words came they were fuzzy to his brain, 
and it took 


him a moment to iron them out into something halfway 
meaningful. “What 


place?” he muttered out despite a sleep-tangled tongue. 
Dominick raised his hand from where it had been slowly 


scratching his belly. He flapped it around with no direction or 
purpose. The man’s hands seemed to move within their own 
manic world. They 


mesmerized Josh’s drowsy mind. “You know”—Dominick 
stopped to 


yawn—“where you’re going in forty-three days.” 


Grabbing on to the punctuating hand before it could distract 
him 


more, Josh tucked their laced fingers between them. He did 
not let go even as he turned his head and smirked. “Forty- 
three, huh?” He clearly 


remembered having spoken in generalized weeks and not 
days. The man 


had clearly been doing some calendar work. 


“I can count, smart ass.” Dominick’s face remained 
plastered to 


the sky. He was obviously not going to be cajoled into 
confessing interest, perhaps even dismay, at Josh’s 
impending departure. 


“Your math skills aren’t the point,” Josh commented as he 
leta 


grin play out across his lips. He wasn’t going to deny it. It 
felt kind of nice knowing someone might miss him. 


“They never are,” Dominick sighed, still apparently lost in 
the 


beauty that was arithmetic. “You know, nobody could fuck 
with calculus 


like me.” 


In response, Josh yanked at Dominick’s trapped hand, 
fearing 


words might lead to more tangents. 


It worked. Dominick was back chewing on his original bone. 
“So, 


tell me about Tristan da Cunha.” 


“It’s little.” Although he was inordinately impressed that the 
man 


got the name right on the first try, Josh still wasn’t about to 
make it easy on him. Josh liked being difficult. It was fun. 


“Little?” Dominick rolled his eyes at the non-answer. “Are we 


talking no professional sports teams little or no traffic lights 
tiny?” 
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Josh shrugged, releasing the still struggling fingers. He 
folded his 


own hands across his abs and thought on it a spell. “There’s 
a stop sign. 


Two, if you count Mrs. Endale’s ‘Do not tread on me’ sign at 
the top of her driveway.” 


Dominick shot a glance over at him. He frowned at what he 
found. 


“You’re not kidding?” 

“I’m not kidding,” Josh closed his eyes. Maybe there was still 
time for a nap. 

Dominick, however, was just getting warmed up. “There is 


electricity, right? And plumbing? I’m talking indoor stuff, not 
a hole in the ground in a little hut.” 


Josh cracked open one eye at that. “A hut, Gilligan?” 
Dominick 


didn’t even blink. Josh sighed, wondering if he could borrow 
Mrs. 


Endale’s sign for the rest of the afternoon. “No, there are no 
hut potties.” 


Dominick suddenly sat up. 
Josh knew immediately it was a terrible sign. He briefly 


considered flinging himself off the side of the boat. 
Unfortunately, it 


proved to be too late. Dominick was already talking. He had 
turned his 


whole body toward Josh and was using his hands to their full 
punctuating 


potential. “I know being mysterious is all part of the Jungle 
Boy persona— 


” 


“Lam not Tarzan,” Josh pointed out for the hundredth time in 
their 


month long relationship. 
Dominick just rolled on. “But, us normal folks...” 
“Normal?” Josh snorted. 


“Yes, us normal folks kind of like to know things. Concrete 


things.” 


“Like?” Josh hurried him on. He really, rea//y just wanted to 
get 


this done. 
All flailing stopped as Dominick asked simply, “Why are you 
going back?” 


Josh sat up. All hopes for a peaceful nap in the sun were 
gone. 


“Unfinished business,” he murmured as he reached for his T- 
shirt and with 


a sigh slipped it over his head. 
“Please tell me it’s not some kind of ancient blood debt.” 
Dominick looked alarmingly serious. 


“It’s not,” Josh assured him. He tossed a beer out of the 
cooler at 


him to further appease the goof. 
“Why don’t I believe you?” Dominick took a long slurp. 


Josh steadfastly ignored the things that did to Dominick’s 
long, 


thick throat. He shook himself out of that dangerous revelry 
and answered, 


“Probably for the same reason that you think I’m George of 
the Jungle— 


you're nuts.” 
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That really should have put an end to it. 
It didn’t. 


“Is he buried there?” Dominick asked simply, though out of 
the 


blue. 
“Who?” Josh decided to play dumb but only for a moment. It 


didn’t feel right in denying Redford in any way. “Yeah, he is.” 
He had a 


feeling where Dominick was going with this. At this point, 
Josh just 


wanted him to get there. 


Dominick obliged. “Are you going to tell me what 
happened?” 


“I wasn’t planning on it.” Josh wanted to get it on record 
that this 


whole discussion was happening under duress. Yeah, he 
knew Dominick 


was going to wear him down. He was going to throw so 
many words at 


him that for the mere sake of Josh’s own sanity he would 
soon be singing 


like a bird. He reached over and grabbed the beer out of 
Dominick’s hand. 


For this discussion he was going to need fortification. 


Dominick didn’t object. He didn’t object to the stealing of 
the 


beer. He didn’t object to Josh’s decision not to talk about it. 
All Dominick did was lay out a simple, “Okay.” 


Josh stared at him. There was only honesty and acceptance 
in 


those damned handsome eyes. Josh had to question it, 
though. It was his 


nature. “It would really be okay with you if | didn’t talk about 
it, wouldn’t it?” 


“Yeah.” Dominick Carlyle meant it. 


Josh leaned his head back against the side of the boat and 
stared 


up into the endless blue sky. This man was going to be the 
death of him. 


Josh started talking before his brain could catch on. “Redford 
was my best friend. He studied birds.” Of course, Josh knew 

the proper name for it was ornithologist, but that title never 

fit his old friend. 


Dominick was quickly making connections. “Ah, so the little 


feathered guy in the freezer—” 


“Is proof of his craziness, not his science.” Honestly, Josh 
had no 


idea what that bird was doing in there. He guessed it was all 
just part of the weird that had made Red the strange man 
he’d been. 


“Oh.” 
“I think.” AS much as he loved Redford and honored his life’s 


work, Josh really wasn’t in any hurry to go unwrapping the 
little guy and 


digging through its feathers for a scientific tag of some sort. 


Thankfully, Dominick got the picture. “But you aren’t 
looking, 


huh?” 
“No.” 


“We'll let Big Bird rest in peace, then.” Dominick nodded, a 
small 


smile to his lips. 
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Josh found it easier to talk now. “Redford studied Icebirds— 
at 


least that’s what he liked to call them. Hell of a lot better 
than the Latin Pachyptila vittata or the Broad-billed Prion . 
Damn name sounds like a car.” Josh smiled to himself as he 
remembered the glee with which 


Redford would talk of the tiny creatures. “They’re little gray 
birds with 


white underbellies.” Josh shook his head as he admitted, 
“They look like a thousand other little birds.” 


“Not to Redford, huh?” Dominick was catching on very fast. 


“No.” Josh laughed sadly. “Not to Redford.” He needed 
another 


beer. He took his time digging into the cooler. He just 
needed a breather. 


He’d never talked to anyone about Redford since his death. 
It still hurt like it was yesterday. “Anyhow, there are millions 
of them in the Southern 


Hemisphere. They’re not endangered. Most bird guys don’t 
give them a 


second thought.” 

“Bird guys?” 

“Shut up.” 

“I'm rubbing off on you.” 


“Maybe.” Josh acknowledged the possibility with a frown 
before 


moving back to the matter at hand, “Redford loved them. 
He knew every 


nesting spot they had on the island. He’d tagged hundreds 
and hundreds of 


them. He had these huge books full of field notes about 
them. He carried 


them around everywhere. He even had one in his coat 
pocket that day 


when...” 


And just like that, they were there. They were at the place 
Josh 


never wanted to revisit again. He pushed himself to his feet 
and strode as far away from Dominick as the little boat 
would allow. He had to get his 


head on straight or he was going to literally melt down right 
there. 


Dominick would either get the shit beat out of him or he’d 
be holding a 


blubbering grown man as he dissolved into tears. There was 
a reason he 


didn’t talk about, didn’t think about it. There were some 
places he just 


couldn't go. 


“When?” Josh knew it took a lot of guts, but Dominick 
pushed 


just the same. 


“When Red drowned...” He shut his eyes and forced himself 
to 


say it. “When he broke his neck and drowned. | broke my 
hip, his wife 


broke her spine, and Red died.” Josh refused to let a single 
tear fall. He simply refused. 


Dominick stood up. He walked over to Josh and softly 
cupped his 


hand around the back of Josh’s neck. “Shh. | don’t need the 
details.” His 


thumb ran comforting circles in the nape of his neck. “You 
miss him a lot, don’t you?” 


“Of course.” Josh laughed so he wouldn’t cry. “But this”—he 
waved his hand between them, “This helps.” 
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“Let me help you some more.” Dominick slowly drew him in 
fora 


kiss. 


* OK OOK OX 


The next weeks flew by in a haze of sex and banter. One 
moment 


melded with the next, but each man held on to every 
encounter. They knew 


whatever it was between them would be ending soon. So 
they cherished 


every second, feigning blindness to the fact that their 
seconds were running out. 


Those last days passed like the bittersweet lapping of candy. 


With head thrown back, eyes closed and smiling, swollen 
lips to 


the noon sky, Dominick Carlyle thought every national 
holiday should 


include a good ass fuck in the sand. Hell, why not make ita 
law? It sure 


would ratchet everybody’s patriotic spirit up a notch or two 
on an ungodly hot Fourth of July. 


A slap to his clinched right butt cheek brought that little 


congressional segueway to an abrupt and smarting end. 
“Ow!” he managed 


to say instead of the embarrassing “Ooh, yeah!” his dick 
was going for. 


“What the hell, Banyan?” 


“What are you doing?” The man sounded on the edge of 
utter 


frustration. 
“I was thinking, you big oaf.” 
“Oaf?” 


Dominick ignored the dig about his choice of vocabulary. 


“Thinking about my congressman, actually.” 
“What part of ‘I’ve got my dick up your ass’ do you not 


understand?” He jerked his hips up and grunted. “Move! 
Shimmy! Fucking 


gyrate! | don’t care! Just do something productive up there!” 


Dominick, straddling Josh backwards, looked over his 
shoulder at 


the man he was sitting on and grinned. “Now, who’s being 
impatient?” 


“Gah! When did we get married?” 


Dominick worked up an honest-to-God harrumph. “You ever 
see 


your parents do this?” 


“Can we please, please, not bring my mother into this? 
That’s just sick, man.” 


“Okay, yeah, it is. Sorry.” Dominick shook his head, trying to 
blot 


that particular image forever out of his head. 

“Hey, did you know that when you blush, so does your ass?” 
“Shut. Up.” With each word, Dominick ground down a little 
harder on someone’s pushy dick. 


The deep throated moan that elicited was nearly criminal. 


Dominick couldn’t help the smug grin. “Now who’s blushing, 
Banyan?” 
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Suddenly, hands with lithe- fingers encircled his two 
upturned 


bare feet. With the way he was kneeling backwards on the 
other man’s 


thighs, there really wasn’t any where for him to hide the one 
vulnerability he hated above all others. 


Dominick Carlyle was ticklish. Bad ticklish. His cousins had 


tormented him endlessly. The fact that their tough, big 
cousin could be 


turned into a giggling pile of mush with a few well-placed 
fingertips 


amused the two girls to no end. Apparently, they had been 
mere amateurs. 


Josh Banyan was a master. 


Trying to jerk his feet away was impossible and Dominick 
sure 


the hell wasn’t going to give up the cock currently filling him 
up. He 


quickly found himself stuck—and giggling. Collapsing over 
his lover’s 


knees, Dominick prayed for a quick and relatively painless 
death. 


No such luck. 


Tears were soon streaming down his face. Curses were 
roaring off 


of his tongue between maddening chuckles. He was about 
ready to start 


begging and offering up his firstborn when the assault 
suddenly stopped. 


By the time he’d caught enough of his breath to fire up a 
few of 


his brain cells, the offending hands had moved to his hip 
bones. Fora 


moment, Josh’s hands sat idly on his skin, but the next the 
tips of his 


fingers were digging small circles along his bones. Dominick 
drew his 


bottom lip between his teeth, preparing for another 
onslaught of childish, uncontrollable laughs. Instead, to his 
even greater embarrassment, a groan of pleasure purred 
out of his mouth. He was so going to kill Banyan once 


the man had finished fucking him silly. 


Josh proceeded to play his pelvis like a piano. His fingers 
were at 


times both tantalizingly gentle and absurdly hard. 
Demandingly, his hands 


took what they wanted. Dominick couldn’t decide whether 
to fight his way 


free from the dastardly clutches or melt into them and 
surrender to 


Banyan’s mastery of all things tactile. 


In the end, he decided to go for option number three: beat 
the 


sucker at his own game. 


Dominick Carlyle began to rock. He began to roll. He began 
to 


clinch and release, clinch and release. All those little 
muscles he hadn’t even been aware of just weeks ago were 
suddenly his best little friends and most devious of minions. 
Sure, after this strenuous of an internal workout he wasn’t 
going to be able to move for a week. It was damned well 
worth 


it, though, when he heard his lover’s strangled gasp and felt 
those fingers go rigid and stiff. 


“You... play... dirty,” Josh gritted out between heavy 
breaths. 


“| play for keeps.” Dominick looked over his shoulder and 
grinned. 
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“I wish...” Josh’s response was cut off as Dominick’s world 


exploded into heaven. Josh Banyan obviously had an arsenal 
of tricks up 


his sleeves, and one apparently up Dominick’s ass. 
Pepper Key had never seen such fireworks. 


* OK OOK x 


Both men sat on the floor, their naked butts cushioned ona 
shag 


rug deep enough and soft enough to cradle a newborn. It 
was sinful just 


how good it felt. 


“How much did this thing cost you?” Josh was working real 
hard 


at not diving down on his belly and snuggling his whole 
body deep into the meadow green piles. “If it’s anything less 
than your firstborn, you got one hell of a deal.” 


Dominick smiled smugly. “I might have crap furniture, but | 
did 
do well with the rug.” 


The “crappy” state of his furniture was the reason they were 
both 


currently reclining on the floor. While the long white leather 
couch with no arms and a metal bar as its back might have 
been haute couture in modern 


interior design, it sure was hell on the human body. He 
doubted a cat could find a niche to make itself comfortable 


on that thing. When Josh had quite reasonably asked why he 
had bought the damned thing, Dominick’s five-word answer 
had filled in all the empty places in the story: “It’s a gift 
from Mom.” 


Josh had simply nodded his head and muttered, 
“Understandable, 


buddy,” before clapping the guy on the shoulder and 
slipping down to the 


floor. “Does she visit much? Mom?” The image of an aging 
Audrey 


Hepburn waltzing through the front door to find her naked 
son reading a 


newspaper with another naked man sent bad, bad shivers 
running up Josh’s 


spine. 


Clearly seeing the horror unfolding behind Josh’s eyes, 
Dominick 


soothed with an easy smile, “Not to worry, Banyan. Mom’s 
in Boston with 


Dad number three... four if you count the annulment.” 


Josh decided just to state it how it obviously was. “You're 
just not 


a regular kind of a guy, are you?” 
“Yes, great sane one. | am a one-of-a-kind kind of a guy.” 


“Thank God,” Josh muttered. 


“| heard that.” 


As the sections of the paper one by one went by the 
wayside and 


now littered the white beast of a couch, Josh could feel 
himself getting a little antsy. As cliché and dumb as it may 
have sounded, in most things 


Josh was a man of action. Sure, he could sit perfectly still for 
hours reading up on some technical treatise pitting man 
against the planet, but that was different. That was 
business. Reading the comics and movie reviews just 


didn’t do it for him. The waste of time just rubbed him the 
wrong way. It 
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got all those nerves that were supposed to be resting all 
irritated and on edge. A hundred different things that he 
could be doing, that he should be doing, roared into his 
head. Just as the condition of the gutters leapt to the 
forefront of his mind, a set of toes tickled his dick. 


Josh looked down at the unusual activity with a frown. “What 
are 


you doing?” 


“I’m petting your privates with my foot.” He said it as if it 
was 


just a matter of course. He flipped the page of his damn 
newspaper with a 


yawn. 


“Why?” Josh replied just as politely. Maintaining calm really 
was 


a test of endurance with this guy. 
Dominick flicked his left hand through the morning air. “You 


were about to get up and go do something, | don’t know, 
industrious.” 


“Industrious?” Josh could feel his eyebrow breach his 
hairline at 


that one. 


“Yeah, like planting a field of corn.” There was more flicking 
of 


the wrist, maybe a plowing-of-the-cornfield kind of a motion. 
“Corn?” Josh had to make sure he had it right. 


Behind the paper, Dominick’s head bobbed up and down, as 
the 


previously plowing hand reached for the cup of coffee sitting 
by his side. 


“And | hate corn, Banyan. Those little kernels always got 
stuck in my 


braces when | was a kid. | hated that.” A big slurp of coffee 
followed. 


Josh shook his head, trying to clear his brain of all the 


miscellaneous trivia Dominick was forever dumping into it. 
“Could we get 


back to my cock and your toes?” He thought it was a 
reasonable request, 


seeing as how said cock was starting to twitch back with 
Said toes. 


Abandoning his coffee cup to the floor once again, Dominick 


flipped through a couple of pages before answering, “It’s 
kind of like 


petting a dog. You don’t have to put a lot of thought into it, 
but it still relaxes you and makes the dog happy.” 


“Multi-tasking?” Honestly the thought of Dominick multi- 
tasking 


anything sent an uncomfortable chill through Josh’s bones. 
“Yes, Multi-tasking.” Dominick replied without a flicker of 
hesitation. 


Deciding it would probably be useless to point out to the 
man just 


how amazing that concept truly was, Josh figured he’d move 
on to the 


other bone of contention he had with Dominick’s grand 
“petting the dog” 


scheme. “And I’m the dog in this scenario?” 
“Actually your dick is the dog.” 


Sad clarity hit Josh like a frying pan to the head. He reached 
out 


and patted the guy’s knee sorrowfully. “I’m sorry, man. | 
didn’t mean to 


fuck all your brains out last night.” 
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Dominick peeked over the top edge of his precious paper 
and gave 


Josh the evil eye. “You're hilarious.” 


Josh shrugged then pointed down to himself. “And horny 
now.” 


“You're welcome.” Smugly, the toe fiend grinned. 
“What are you going to do about it?” After all, that was the 


bottom line here. You don’t kick the ball around with the big 
boys if 


you're not prepared to take it in the ass. 


“I’m reading the paper, Banyan,” the cocky and soon to be 
toe- 


less bastard replied and flipped back up his paper. 


“The hell you are.” It was the only warning Josh gave. Ina 
move 


that impressed even himself, Josh had the paper not only 
out of the s.o.b.’s hands but ripped in half before one toe 
could so much as even twitch. His 


hand clinched around the offending ankle and twisted the 
leg hard. Just 


like the aforementioned dog, Dominick immediately lay 
down and rolled 


over. Josh then flung the entire length of his body over the 
stunned man, 


pinning him to the rug with arms, legs, hips, and penis. Josh 
couldn’t help smirking to himself at a job well done. 


“Rug burn, Banyan! Have you never heard of the concept, 
Jungle 


Boy?” Dominick, however, sounded like he was in anything 
but pain as he 


attempted to squirm around a little. “What are you? A 
fucking ninja? You 


could have broken my foot.” 


Josh rolled his eyes at the expected whining. “Did | break 
your 


foot?” 
“No,” he responded, mulishly slow. 
“Then what are you complaining about?” Josh let out a long- 


suffering sigh as he settled the aforementioned teased dick 
a little further into the sinfully well-defined ass cheeks of his 
lover. 


Said lover’s breath caught in his throat before further 
complaining 


commenced, “It’s the principle of the thing.” 


“What thing?” Josh nibbled on the back of Dominick’s neck, 
while nestling his cock even deeper within muscled flesh. 


Dominick may have squeaked. “That thing...” His hand 
flailed 


about at his side. 
Josh latched onto that hand, lacing fingers within fingers. He 


shimmied about a bit more. “This thing right here?” More 
shimmying was 


done until with a mutual sigh, tip of cock met hole. “Is that 
what you’re talking about?” 


“Yeah,” Dominick gasped. “That right there.” The man was 
doing 


some mighty shimmying of his own by now. 


With his free hand, Josh casually reached out and grabbed a 
half a 


sheet of torn newspaper. Plopping the paper on the back of 
Dominick’s 


head, Josh yawned and settled into a nice-looking article on 
global 


warming. 
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“What the hell, Banyan?” 


“Shh! I’m reading the paper, Carlyle.” 


Dominick tried to buck up from beneath him. 


Josh rode it out with a yawn. Josh was a long man, a strong 
man, 


and most importantly, a man who knew exactly what he was 
doing. 


Nobody was going to buck this cowboy off his ride. He 
dropped his chin 


onto Dominick’s neck and smiled. He’d be sure to revisit 
that image later 


on. 
“You know you’re not funny.” 


Josh did not answer. He did however turn another page of 
the 


paper. 


After reading the science page and skimming the comics, 
Josh 


relented. 
The fucking Dominick received was definitely newsworthy. 


* OK OOK OX 


The night before Josh was scheduled to leave, the two men 
made 


out on Dominick’s couch like teenagers. 


Later, as they clung to each other in the sweat kissed 
afterglow, 


Dominick closed his eyes and prayed. 

Like a love sick fool, he prayed for tomorrow never to come. 
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Chapter Seven: The Neanderthal and the Widow 


The buzz of the airport was a welcome relief. The car ride 
had 


been made mostly in silence. A grunt here and there to 
acknowledge a 


comment or to brush off a question had been as good as 
Josh had got in the two-hour journey. If Dominick was trying 
to make this as hard on Josh as 


possible, he was doing one hell of a good job at it. 


After checking in his luggage, Josh checked the departure 
screen 


to see he still had three hours to get through security before 
his flight to Paris left. He wandered back over to where 
Dominick was leaning against 


the wall. The man was trying to look as unsuspicious as he 
could. 


“You're lousy at that,” Josh commented, not expecting a 
reaction. 


“What?” 


Josh was floored that he got a real, honest-to-God word as a 


response. Maybe things were going to get better before 
everything was 


shot to hell in three hours. “You’ve got the slump to your 
shoulders all 


wrong. Just relax them, don’t tug them down. Otherwise you 
just look like 


a turtle who’s lost his shell.” 
“| like turtles.” 


“Fine.” Josh threw up his hand and headed for the bar. “You 
play 


turtle with the security while | go get a drink or six.” 


Surprisingly, Dominick was right by his side, matching him 
step 


for step. “I’m buying,” he announced to further throw Josh 
for a loop. 


Being more thirsty than suspicious, Josh agreed with the 
out-of- 


left-field gesture. “Sounds good.” 


Bars in the touristy spots of south Florida tended to be a 
little, 


well, pastel. All soft pinks and corals, light greens and 
aquamarines, the drinking establishments tended to be 
some eighties mix of The Golden 


Girls and Miami Vice. Sure, it looked great in the “Wish you 
were here” 


photos. In reality, however, it could all get a little hokey 
really quickly. 


This place was good. Josh was feeling the hokey the 
moment he 


stepped into the bar. Ignoring the lit palm trees and sand 
dollars speckling the sun-baked, beige stucco walls, Josh 
headed for the furthest table from humanity and sat down 
to wait for Dominick to bring the drinks. It wasn’t 


long until he saw him headed his way. 
Since he had a long drive back home, Dominick had told him 


when they had walked in that he wasn’t even go to risk one 
beer. The idea 


made sense. The realization of that idea, however, did not. 
Settling into the back corner booth, Dominick Carlyle was 


equipped with a glass of club soda in one hand and a God- 
awful pink drink 


in the other. The thing even had a plastic flamingo sticking 
out of it. 
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“What the hell is that?” Josh knew it was rude to point, but 
hell, 


did he point. 


Dominick looked all smug with himself as he announced, 
“This, 


my friend, is the Keys in glass. You can even keep the little 
flamingo guy as a souvenir.” 


“You, my friend, are giving me a headache.” 
Dominick looked wounded. 


Josh didn’t care. “First, you go all Neanderthal on me and 
spend 


all afternoon only grunting in my general direction. Now, 
you're plying me with weird ass little drinks with birds 
floating around in them. Wait a minute...” Josh scrunched up 
his face as the clue bus hit him head on. 


Smirking, Dominick shrugged.. “Couldn’t resist the bird. Kind 
of 


a fitting way to end this, you know, like it started.” 
“With dead fowl and booze?” Josh summarized. 
“Exactly,” Dominick confirmed. 


“Works for me.” Josh smiled as he took a tentative first sip. 
It 


wasn’t bad. 
They sat there and let the time tick by them. 


“What time do you need to...” Dominick flapped his hand 
out 


toward the people lining up for security. 


“Anytime now.” Taking the flamingo out of the still half-full 


glass, Josh licked its juices from its stick and secreted the 
plastic bird away in his wallet. 


Dominick gaped at him. “Did you just metaphor me?” 


Josh shook his head a little, clearing out any lingering funky 
pink 


drink impairment. Once he’d made sure that, yes, he’d 
heard him right, 


Josh asked patiently, “Metaphor you? Is that even a verb?” 


“You fucked and tucked me,” Dominick immediately shot 
back. 


“Are you even speaking English anymore?” 


“Shut up and let me talk.” Dominick reached across the 
table and 


downed the remaining funky pink drink. 
Josh leaned back in his chair, throwing his arms impatiently 


across his chest. “Please, go right ahead and talk. You can 
even throw in a couple of grunts if you want.” 


“Is that shutting up?” Dominick snapped. He didn’t wait for 
a 


response, just charged right on ahead. “I have every right to 
be upset. 


You're the one who’s freaking leaving. Packing up your bags 
and saying 


adios right when things were getting damn good! And you 
don’t even leave me the leeway to call you a coward since 
you're some freak-ass 


Superhero going to save the world and its Icebirds! Well, 
fuck you, Tarzan! 


I’m clean out of ticker tape and | wouldn’t shoot off one 
firework near 


your ass since that’s how this whole thing started. So go 
back to your little island. Go back to the damn hard water 
that nearly killed you last time. 
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Have fun. Take pictures. And tuck the freaking little memory 
of me away 


with that little flamingo. Out of sight, out mind, right? 
Right!” 


Josh stared at his lover for a long, long time. “You are aware 
that 


you just threw a hissy fit, right?” 


Dominick, face red, breathing jagged, dropped his head to 
his 


hands and groaned, “Yeah.” 


“In the middle of an international airport?” Josh just wanted 
all of 


the facts out there. 


Miserably, Dominick nodded. 


If Josh wasn’t about to walk away from the guy forever, he 
would 


have ripped him a new one. Josh didn’t need this kind of shit 
dumped on 


him. He was already giving up the one man who could very 
easily be the 


love of his life. Did he really need all that damned guilt 
pelted at him? No. 


But he loved the guy and he didn’t want to end their “thing” 
together with fists and anger. Josh took a deep breath and 
asked calmly, “Do you feel 


better?” 


“No.” At least Dominick wasn’t hiding in his hands any 
more. 


“Me neither,” Josh whispered, as he stood up and gathered 
his 


bags. “I’ve got to go.” 
Dominick started to get up. 


Josh stopped him. “Just stay here, okay?” He didn’t think 
either of 


them could handle doing this in front of a crowd. “You know, 
if you ever 


need me...” 


Dominick was standing now, a look of “yeah, right” stuck on 
his 


face, “Yeah, l'Il jump on that first slow boat from South 
Africa.” 


“You do that.” Josh didn’t know what else to say. He turned 
and 


started walking away. 


“Banyan!” Dominick barked out after Josh had taken only a 
few 


steps. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. Finally, 
with a sad shake of his head, he said, “Be careful, Tarzan.” 


Josh had stopped. There was still a good ten feet between 
them. 


Josh knew what he was about to do was stupid and selfish, 
but he just 


couldn’t leave without saying it. He raised his voice just 
enough to know 


that Dominick would hear him. “Just so you know, Dr. 
Carlyle, | think I’ve been in love with you since you and your 
towel showed up at my door. 


How fucked up is that?” 


With that, Josh turned and walked out of Dominick Carlyle’s 
life. 


x kx OK OX 
That night, Dominick drank himself into a stupor. 


He was a fucking coward. Not only had he not somehow 
stopped 


Banyan from leaving, he had just stood there, silent, 
watching him walk 


away. There had been no “I love you back, Tarzan”s or “Fuck 
buddies, 


Jungle Boy! You want me to spell it out for you?” or “Well, | 
guess the 
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joke’s on you. Thanks for the head.” There had been nothing 
but cold, hard silence. 


By the last glimpse he had gotten of Banyan’s face, 
Dominick 


knew he couldn’t have hurt the man worse if he had taken 
out a gun and 


shot him. 
Dominick kept on drinking right through the next three days. 


* OK OOK OX 


The boat for Tristan da Cunha was going to embark that 
night. 


Josh only had a few hours, but he knew exactly where he 
wanted to spend 


them. 


“Carolina.” Her name sounded odd upon his lips, fragile, as 
if by 


just speaking it he risked breaking her more. 


Carolina was fifty-six years old. At her fifty-fourth birthday, 
as 


Redford had spun her around in the Cape Town snow, Josh 
remembered 


thinking he’d never seen such a strong woman. She was her 
own force of 


nature, a beautiful maelstrom that had sucked Redford up 
into her 


laughing, dizzying love. 
Carolina was no longer that woman. 


She lay in her bed, covered by a pale afghan. Her long hair 
was 


now silver, a surrender to a foe she’d vowed to fight a 
lifetime. She still wore her locks in a loose braid but no 
longer were their stray strands 


fighting valiantly for release. Her hair lay limply across her 
shoulder, 


appearing as if it had given up on life as well. The lack of 
the telltale smile on her face was the most damning detail 
of all. 


“Joshua?” Only Redford’s wife ever got away with calling 
him 

that. For all others, he’d tense at the name. For Carolina, he 
smiled. 


It was her sister’s house, a little two-bedroom Cape Town, 
South 


Africa, cottage that had once belonged to her grandparents. 
It was cozy and nice and warm. It was all things she had 
rebelled against her entire life. 


Josh stood in her bedroom’s doorway, his hands in his jeans’ 


pockets, his gaze to the floor. It was selfish, he knew, but 
looking at her like this clawed bloodily at his heart. 


“So the rumors are true? | am ugly now.” 


“No!” He panicked and stepped forward. His eyes fell upon 
her 


with guilt. “I’m sorry. | didn’t...l mean, I’m just...” 
“You're a jerk, but a loved one.” She waved his concerns ina 


sweep of her hand that was merely a pale memory of what 
would have 


once been. “Come here,” she beckoned with a slight tear to 
her voice. 


He walked to her bedside without hesitation now. He hoped 
the 


false brave front would seep into his bones and give him the 
courage he 


clearly lacked. “How are you?” He winced as the lame 
question came out. 


She had the graciousness to give him a small smile. “Still 
here...and grateful for that.” 
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Closer, she looked even worse. She appeared beat down, as 
if ever 


since Redford’s death, life had taken a steel pipe to her. He 
stared at a spot on the white wall over her shoulder. “Do you 
need anything?” 


She attempted a laugh. It came out sad more than anything. 
“You 


came all this way to go on a grocery store run for me?” 
He felt a wry tug to his lips as he tried his best to shrug 
noncommittally. “I would.” 


Though brief, a genuine smile fluttered through her eyes. “I 
know 


you would, but I’m fine.” 

“You look good.” Josh really was a shitty liar. 

This time the laugh was real. “Too late, my friend. Even Red 
would have called you on that one.” 

“Yeah, maybe,” he hedged, Knowing full well she was right. 


“No maybes, Joshua. A wife knows.” The spark that had lit 
her 


eyes for those few cherished seconds died. Her gaze faded 
back to a place 


he couldn’t go. “Even now, a wife knows.” 


Josh wasn’t entirely sure if it was the right thing to do or the 
right 


time to do it, but he had to try. “I brought you a gift.” 


Her eyes flickered back to his, curiosity this time giving 
them 


color. “A move no woman would argue with.” She tried to sit 
up a little 


straighter in bed. She failed. 


Josh dropped his head, swallowing back the lump in his 
throat. 


Reaching to his chest, he felt the dog tags hanging beneath 
his shirt. 


Slowly he pulled them out and over his head. He handed 
them to Carolina 


reverently. “I don’t know if you want them, but | thought 
he’d like for me to offer.” 


Holding the dog tags within her far too bony hands, she 
stared at 


them with wonder. “He told me he lost them.” 


Josh couldn’t help but laugh. “He sure did. | found them in 
the 


garage in a soup can behind the mower.” God knows Josh 
wasn't looking 


for them. Like Carolina, he had thought they were long 
gone. Josh had 


learned quickly that cleaning out a man’s garage was a lot 
like rifling 


through his pants pockets. Personal and surprising. 


“For heaven’s sake, why were they there?” There were tears 
in her 


chuckle. 
Josh shrugged. “Probably for the same reason he had a fully 
feathered bird in his refrigerator’s freezer.” 


“He’s...he was crazy,” she stuttered, then bravely 
recovered. 


“The best kind of crazy,” he whispered. 


Carefully, as if they were the royal jewels themselves, she 
placed 


the chain around her neck. As they fell to her chest, she 
sighed sadly as she looked down at them. The moment of 
self pity lasted longer than she 


apparently deemed acceptable. She shook her head, reset 
the line of her 
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jaw, and looked plainly back up at her visitor. “How are you? 
Spin around 


and let me have a look at you.” 


“Spin around?” Her sudden change had caught Josh off 
guard, but 


it only took a moment for him to regain his manly 
equilibrium. “lIl turn, but | will not spin.” 


“Yes, tough guy.” She shook her head sourly. “God forbid 
that 


you twirl.” 


He pointed a finger at her and told her succinctly, “You, shut 
up.” 


She just rolled her eyes and waited for the show. 


He begrudgingly gave it to her. He hoped he didn’t look as 
jet- 


lagged as he felt, but by the little frown to her face he could 
tell he looked like crap. He pasted on a smile and hoped that 
would help. 


It didn’t. “Any pain?” she asked in a voice much too weak to 
be 


her own. 
“No.” 


“Liar.”. He watched as all the questions she could ask 
played 


themselves out in her head. Luckily for him, Carolina had 
not changed. 


She stuck faithfully to that bottom line. “So why did you 
come?” 


By the stern look on her face, Josh knew there was no more 


avoiding it. He rocked back on the heels of his feet and 
confessed in a low voice, “I’m going back.” 


“To Tristan da Cunha?” she asked needlessly. Her eyebrow 
was 


already arched and poking disapprovingly into her hairline. 
This was going to be a hell of a lot worse than he’d thought. 


He feigned bravery and answered, “Yes, ma’am.” 
“Why?” Betrayal and hurt and love all vied for control. It was 
painful just to watch her, so he didn’t. 


“You know why,” he muttered to the floral bedspread. He 
felt like 


a recalcitrant five-year-old arguing that “yes, there were 
really monsters under his bed.” 


Suddenly, she was touching his hand. He jerked his head up 
and 


found her leaning forward, straining to reach him. He 
immediately sat 


down on the bed and took her hand in his own. Some of the 
pain left her 


eyes as she leaned back once again against her pillows. 
Softly, sounding 


nearly out of breath, she told him, “You don’t owe him, 
Joshua. Not this. 


Not anything.” 


He closed his eyes and gripped her hand tighter. “This isn’t 
about 


Redford. It’s about me.” He took a deep breath, hoping to 
steady himself. 


It didn’t work. He still sounded just as desperate as he felt. 
“I need to do this. | need for something to have come out of 
this besides—” 


She cut him off. “Besides a dead body, a cripple, and a bum 
hip?” 


Somehow the woman was smiling. 
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He swallowed back his relief, fearing it would be temporary. 
He 


squinted up at her. “You always had a way with words, 
Carolina.” 


“Go home, Joshua.” She squeezed his hand with all the 
strength 


left in her. “Go home and forget.” 


“Home.” The word felt awkward on his lips, as if it didn’t 
belong. 


Perhaps it didn’t? 


Carolina apparently caught on before Josh did. “What is it 
they 


say in all your movies? Home is where the heart is.” 


Josh laughed. “I can’t believe that you said that. Red’s 
snickering 


his ass off somewhere.” 


She pulled him closer as she whispered with all the honesty 
in the 


world, “That ‘somewhere’ where Red is, that’s my home. 
Where is yours?” 


Josh fought the words “Pepper Key” back from the tip of his 


tongue. Instead of confessing the sad truth, he leaned over 
and gave his old friend a warm kiss to her cheek. Pulling 
back, he put his fisted hand to his chest and assured, “My 
heart’s right here, Carolina. And right now, I’m 


taking it back to Tristan da Cunha.” 


* OK OOK OX 


When Dominick finally came up for sober air and looked at 
the 


calendar, he knew Josh was already on that boat from Cape 
Town to his 


damn little island—the little island that had, at best, iffy cell 
phone 


coverage—the little island that had internet but also a 
volcanologist that abstained from the Internet and e-mail as 
if they were the plague. 


The truth was stone cold, hard fact now. 


It was too late. 


That one boat, the one and only link between Tristan da 
Cunha 


and the rest of the world, wouldn’t sail again for six months. 
Six months. 

Too damn late. 

78 

Chapter Eight: The Good Samaritan and the Widow 


The next five months dragged out at a snail’s pace for 
Dominick 


Carlyle. 
He worked. Nine to five, five days every week. 


He drank. Not hard. Just enough to blur the edges of the 
Banyan- 


sized hole in his life. 


He tried to date. The results were either catastrophic or 
hilarious. 


Second dates were never mentioned. 


He had sex. Twice. Non-descript male and non-descript 
female. 


He didn’t even know their last names. 
Slowly, the realization hit. Something was going to have to 


change—or was it someone? 


* OK OOK OX 


Dawn was smothered by low, dark clouds that morning. The 


hurricane had only brushed the Keys the day before. Now, 
all that was left were the trailing tendrils of a weakening 
tropical storm heading out to sea. 


As Dominick drove eastward over Seven-Mile Bridge, a flash 
of 


light far in front of him caught his eye. At first, he thought it 
was lightning, the lazy kind of lightning that was always low 
and produced nothing but a 


grumble of thunder. He immediately put it out of his head. 


He still had this damn irritating feeling that he’d left 
something 


behind. It had been years since he’d actually packed his 
medical bag for 


anything more than show. While rationally he knew the 
clinic would have 


any of the basic supplies he might have overlooked, the 
worry was still 


gnawing at him. He so wanted this day to go right. 


Volunteering at the free clinic in tiny, deep-in-the-Glades, 
Red 


Wind Bay had been a spur of the moment thing. It had been 
one of those 


decisions that should never have been made so far past 
midnight and with 


two pots of black coffee pumping through his veins. 


He didn’t know what the hell he had been thinking. Just 
because 


his day-to-day life had lost any kind of discernible meaning 
since Banyan 


had left did not mean that jumping into the pool of charity 
work would get him any closer to his former lover or a life. 
Dominick, however, was as 


hard-headed and stubborn as they came and when he’d 
made that 


commitment to Red Wind Bay, nothing short of hellfire was 
going to get 


him to back away from it. So, here he was out at some 
ungodly hour just 


starting the one hundred and eighty-seven-mile drive to the 
far corner of 


the Everglades, worrying himself sick that he’d packed his 
toothbrush 


instead of his stethoscope. Yeah, Dominick was losing his 
mind. 
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The light was back again on the horizon. It was steady now, 
and 


orange. 


He turned down the radio and listened for sirens. Maybe a 
house 


had caught on fire? Maybe some stupid kids had not been 
paying attention 


to where they were shooting off their old fireworks? He 
cringed as the 


memory of Banyan’s face as he had opened his front door 
that first night 


flashed through his brain. 


He rolled down his window and tried harder to pick up any 
sirens. 


Of course, there was none. With little hiccups of land dotted 
across the 


empty Gulf home to few this time of the year, the chance 
that someone 


was around to call a fire in was bordering on the 
astronomical. Besides, 


every Key did not have its own ambulance and healthily 
manned fire 


department. The long low bridges that connected the bigger 
islands to the 


smaller ones guaranteed only help would eventually come, 
not that help 


would come soon. 


Digging out his cell phone from his back pocket, Dominick 
dialed 


9-1-1 just to get the whole emergency vehicle ball rolling. 
Hopefully, it 


would be just a false alarm. Hopefully, he’d have a handful 
of firefighters and EMT’s cursing at him for getting them up 
so early for nothing. 


Hopefully. But Dominick didn’t think so. 
It was only a couple of minutes later that he pulled up to the 
accident scene. It was horrific. 


There had once been two cars. He was sure of it. The two 
license 


plates lying twisted and steaming on the asphalt confirmed 
it. 


It had been a head-on collision. Two sedans, one red, one 
black. 


Neither had hoods any more. Neither had front seats. 


Unlike in the movies, there were no horns blazing, just a 
tense 


silence broken only by the occasional whine of metal 
settling 


uncomfortably into metal. 


The only movement, save for the tangled license plates 
rocking 


mechanically in the warm Gulf wind, were the flashes of 
taillights. 


Blinking on and off, fluttering in intensity and rate, they 
reminded 


Dominick of old, damaged heartbeats writing their ends in 
the sterile glow of EKG machines. 


As soon as Dominick stepped out of his car, he could smell 
the 


death. The sweet stench of blood in the air was too heavy 
for the Reaper 


not to have made a visit. As he grabbed his doctor’s bag 
and ran to the 


scene, he prayed for the souls who had already left this 
Earth and those 


who were just about to depart. 


Honestly, Dominick didn’t think he’d find any survivors. 
Finding 


one of them surprised the hell out of him. There were just 
simply accidents nobody could live through. This was one of 
them. He was certain of it. 


He was wrong. 
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The first cry came from the remains of the black car. It was 
a 


muffled, otherworldly wail, the kind of screams born in wars 
and 


emergency rooms. As soon as he heard it, Dominick knew 
he’d be damned 


with its company for years to come, if not for life. 


The voice was that of a little boy. He was maybe eight years 
old. 


It was hard to tell he was anything more than a shock of 
blond hair 


strapped in to the compacted back seat. Dominick knew 
straight away he 


wasn’t going to be able to get the boy out. Hell, he couldn’t 
even get the door to so much as budge. Thankfully, there 
was just enough room for him 


to lean his upper body in through the mangled window. 


The boy’s eyes were squeezed shut as he screamed. His 
face was 


beet red in terror. The tips of his fingers were being scraped 
raw as he 


struggled to get the seat belt off that was holding him down 
in this hell. 


Reaching in, Dominick grabbed the little wrist nearest him 
and 


firmly but slowly tugged it away from its desperate though 
useless battle. 


The boy jumped as soon as he was touched. Wide, bright 
blue 


eyes turned fearfully towards Dominick. The screaming 
stopped. 


Dominick jumped into the ragged fray of silence. “I’m a 
doctor. 


My name’s Dominick. I’m going to stay right here with you, 
okay?” 


The boy latched on to his arm, his little blunt fingernails 
digging 


firm hold into his skin. “I want my mama,” he pleaded, the 
tears now 


streaming down his cheeks. 

“Where is she?” Dominick prayed with all his heart the boy 
wouldn’t say the front seat. 

“Home with Daddy,” he cried. 

Thank God. Dominick clung to that piece of good news as he 
asked, “Who was driving you?” 


“Mrs. Ecks. She’s my neighbor. She was taking me to school. 
My 


Daddy was sick and Mama was taking care of him.” 


Dominick glanced up to the driver’s seat and saw the sandy 
brown 


ponytail that had once belonged to a thriving, generous 
woman doing a 


favor for a friend. He hoped the boy didn’t know she was 
dead. This little guy didn’t need to handle that too right 
now. 


“You know it’s not fair,” Dominick teased with a heavy heart. 
“You know my name but | don’t know yours.” 


“Wesley Trooper.” He took a deep breath, pumping up his 
little 


chest, and bragged, “I’m in the second grade.” 


“Well, congratulations. That is a very big accomplishment 
for 


someone so young.” 


“Yeah, my little sister, she’s not even school at all. She’s 
only 


two.” 

Dominick’s heart dropped. “She isn’t here with you, right?” 
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“No. She’s home too.” Wesley didn’t seem to grasp the 


importance of that fact, but Dominick did. He laid his hand 
on the little 


boy’s head and thanked God again. 


Wesley chirped, “Can | go home soon?” 


“Yes. Really soon.” Dominick scruffed his fingers through the 


boy’s hair and assured, “We’ve just got to wait for the 
heroes with the 


sirens and the big flashing lights to come.” 


“Why?” Wesley’s eyes got bigger and bluer. “Can’t you get 
me 


out?” 


“Nope. That’s their job.” Dominick leaned in a little closer to 
his 


ear and whispered, “If we didn’t let them save the day, then 
they wouldn’t be heroes anymore and they’d be so, so sad.” 


“Do you think a fireman’s going to come?” 


Dominick nodded. “I promise you one will. If we’re really 
lucky, 


maybe two or three.” 


A mouth full of teeth and gaps flashed a prideful grin. “I’ve 
gota 


fire truck. It has a ladder and a siren and everything.” 


“Wow!” Dominick had to figure out a way to check the boy 
for 


injuries without scaring the child back into panic. He had an 
idea. “Until the firemen get here, can we play a game?” 


“| guess.” Wesley shrugged, then winced. 


Dominick really needed this to work. “Good. It’s a secret- 
telling 


game. I'll tell you a really big secret and then you tell me 
one back, okay?” 


“Yeah.” 


Searching through his head for something he and the boy 
might 


have in common, Dominick quickly came up with the perfect 
answer. 


“I’ve got a stuffed hippopotamus named Eli. My daddy gave 
him to me 


when I was really, really little, little like your sister.” He 
found himself smiling. He hadn’t thought of the hippo in 
ages, although he did know 


exactly where he was in the attic. “Do you have a favorite 
stuffed animal?” 


“Yeah, my koala bear. Mama got him for me from Australia. 
His 


name is Roo.” 


“Good name,” Dominick congratulated, hoping he had 
earned 


enough of the boy’s trust for this to work. “Okay, my turn 
again. My 


secret is that when | was coming through the window here 
to see you, | 


scratched my arm.” Dominick rolled up his left sleeve, 
showing the little 


boy a long jagged scratch that was still sluggishly bleeding. 
“It hurts,” he admitted in a very low whisper. 


“It does?” Wesley questioned uncertainly, as if well aware of 
adult 


tricks. 


Dominick nodded slowly. “Yeah, it does.” Taking a deep 
breath, 


Dominick dove in, “Do you have a scratch or something else 
like that that 


hurts?” 
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Wesley chewed for a bit on his bottom lip. Finally, after 
much 


consideration, he admitted, “My knee hurts a little.” 
“Which one?” 
Wesley touched his left knee. 


“Do you think | can touch it? I’m a doctor and | might be 
able to 


make it feel better.” 


“O kay. ” 


Rolling up the boy’s jeans, Wesley found a spectacular 
bruise but 


thankfully no sign of any broken skin or broken bones. 
Dominick whistled. 


“Ooh, you’re going to have a nice bruise there, big guy. It’s 
going to hurt for a while, I’m afraid.” Tucking the pant leg 
back in place, Dominick 


figured he’d go for broke, “Anything else hurt? Got any 
scratches like 


mine? How about a headache? | bet l'Il have one tonight.” 


He shook his head, then winced. “My neck is kind of sore, 
too.” 


“| bet.” 


The little guy’s eyes suddenly got all distant, as he focused 
hard 


on something. “Did you hear that?” he asked. 
Dominick shook his head. “What?” 
“It sounds like somebody crying.” 


Knowing Mrs. Ecks in the front seat could not possibly be 
making 


any noise, Dominick pulled back out of the window to listen 
towards the 


other car. He could barely make out a low whine. He ducked 
his head back 


inside quickly. “Wesley, I’m going to go check, okay? I'll be 
right back. 


Will you be all right here?” 
“Yeah.” Wesley sounded less than sure. 


Dominick hated leaving him, but he didn’t really have a 
choice. 


“Try not to move around a lot. Be real still and | bet your 
neck will feel better too.” He ruffled the boy’s hair, trying to 
appear chipper. 


By the pasty look suddenly on Wesley’s face, it didn’t work. 


“Okay,” he mumbled, his eyes jockeying everywhere. “But 
will you hurry 


back?” 


“I will, big guy,” he vowed from the bottom of his pained 
heart. 


Slowly he worked his way out of the car’s mangled window. 


Absently rubbing at the cut on his arm, Dominick stared at 
the other half of the wreck. It was worse than the car 
carrying Wesley. Dominick didn’t 


even know where to start to look. 


Suddenly there was a little flash of movement. A blood- 
soaked 


hand fell limply out of a broken side window. 


Rushing over, Dominick kneeled down and took the hand 
gently 


within his own. It was a woman’s hand. Her fingernails were 
all painted a 


pale pink. There was a wedding ring sparkling in the early 
morning sun. 


Purposefully, he moved two of his fingers to the inside of the 
wrist. The 


pulse he found was erratic and weak. It was not a good sign. 
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Scrambling down to his stomach, Dominick tried to pry his 
way 


into the car. “Ma’am? Ma’am! Can you hear me?” 


Only the telltale sound of blood gurgling from a broken 
body’s 


mouth was his reply. She had stopped moaning. 


“I’m a doctor, ma’am. And more help’s on the way. You just 
need 


to hang on for a little while longer.” 


There was a pained gasp. Then a fragile voice called out, 
“Chris?” 


Although it was indeed a good sign that the woman was 
talking, 


the tremor to her voice set off all kinds of alarm bells. 


While Dominick may not have had a lot of experience with 
cases 


more serious than a bad sunburn, every person who has 
been through 


medical school is familiar with the rattle of death. It’s that 
quiver in the voice, the way the words break off of the 
troubled breaths. It’s unbearable to listen to, impossible 
from which to turn away. 


Slamming his eyes shut, he cursed the death rattle he heard 
in this 

woman. “No, ma’am. I’m Dominick.” He wanted to keep her 
talking. He 


needed to keep that heart beating just until help got there. 
“Is Chris your husband?” His thumb ran across the golden 
band on her finger. 


Still lost in her delusion or perhaps to her last and dying 
hope, she 


clung fiercely to Dominick’s hand and cried, “God, it hurts, 
Chris. Help 


me,” 
He grabbed on to the weakly flailing hand with his other, 


cocooning her from the pain as much as he could. “Chris will 
be here soon, okay? Just hold on until he comes.” He 
sounded as desperate as he felt. 


“Dominick?” Wesley suddenly yelled from the other car. 
“Where 


are you? Are you still here?” 


Swallowing back the lump in his throat threatening to 
strangle 


him, Dominick called out in the bravest-sounding voice he 
could muster, 


“I’m right here, big guy. I’m just helping a lady out who’s 
stuck too.” 


He could just imagine the little boy’s face breaking out in 
relief 


and tears. This was going to scar him emotionally, if not 
physically. He 


would be changed forever from this. 
Wesley wouldn’t be the only one. 


It wasn’t fair. Dominick wanted to roar to the heavens, to 
the 


fates, to fortune to change this. He wanted to, but he didn’t. 
He couldn't. 


The anger he would save for later. Right now, Dominick 
Carlyle, doctor, 


finally after all these years had an important job to do. 


Behind a little hiccup of tears, Wesley shouted back, “Does 
her 


neck hurt, too?” 


“Yeah, I’m afraid it does.” Dominick looked back down at the 


hand he held. The skin was losing color. The hand was losing 
warmth. 


Even the blasted tears now falling from his eyes onto her 
hand were doing 


nothing to bring back the heat of life to her crumbling 
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silly, childish thought, but right now that was about all 
Dominick had left inside of him. 


It was Wesley, the child, who brought the full-grown man 
back 


from a growing despair. “Tell her about your hippopotamus, 
Dominick. 


That'll make her feel better.” 


Dominick now laughed through his damnable tears. “I will, 
son.” 


The woman ’s strength suddenly ebbed. The rattle was 
pushed 


back way behind her words. She sounded happy. “I knew 
you wanted a 


boy, Chris. | knew it.” 
Dominick knew what to do. He would be her Chris. Finding a 


strength inside of him that he frankly didn’t know was there, 
he lied. “I 


love little girls, too. You Know that.” He tried to sound like he 
was teasing, that they were lying in bed discussing the 


future as if they could reach out and touch it. He had never 
dared to have that with anyone. And when 


Banyan had offered it to him, what did he do? He turned 
away. This 


woman wouldn’t have. Dominick was sure of it. 
“| didn’t know you had a hippo.” Her voice sounded brittle. 
“Yeah. Eli. He lost an ear. Dad used to call him Van Gogh.” 


God bless the woman, she laughed. “I think our baby will 
like Eli, 


even without his ear.” 


“He doesn’t have a tail anymore either,” Dominick added, 
though 


he didn’t know why. 


She laughed until the laughter stole what remained of her 
breath. 


She was silent for a few moments before she spoke again. 
The rattle was 


back. “Chris?” 
“Yeah?” 
“You love me?” 


“More than the whole world.” Dominick’s voice broke, along 
with 


his world. 


“Your hands are so warm, Chris. I’ve missed them so much. | 
knew you’d come back for me.” 
“What—” The sirens finally interrupted him. 


There was a Chaotic flurry of activity that suddenly 
enveloped 


him. Cops, EMT’s, a lot of Wesley’s firemen, all were moving 
around 


Dominick with frowns of concentration and determined 
gaits. He knew he 


should probably move, get up and offer to help them, but 
everyone seemed 


to have everything under control. Dominick felt a little lost 
now. He didn’t know what to do. 


Minutes passed, quite a few apparently, because the next 
thing he 


was aware of was a little hand on his shoulder. He looked up 
and found 


Wesley. 


“My mama’s coming.” The little boy still sounded shaky, and 
his 


eyes kept darting all over the place. 
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Dominick put an arm around him and patted the piece of 


pavement by his side. “Want to wait with me?” he offered. 
Wesley nodded and snuggled down at his side. 


They were quiet for a long time: Wesley watching the real, 
live 


firemen and their trucks in action, and Dominick wishing to 
God that Josh 


was there. 


Suddenly, there was a lot of activity around the car in which 
the 


woman was trapped. There was lots of yelling and frantic 
hand gestures 


and looks coming over faces that told Dominick to turn 
Wesley away. 


“Why don’t we go sit over there?” Dominick was already on 
his 


feet as he motioned across the road. “I think you'll be able 
to see your 


mom coming better from there.” 


Wesley nodded and followed along. Dominick settled them 
ina 


spot where the little boy couldn’t see them removing the 
dead woman's 


body. 


It wasn’t long until a cop wearing a “I work with kids” smile 
sat 


down beside them. 


“Is my mama here?” Wesley looked at the man with watery 
hope 


tearing in his blue eyes. 


The cop nodded. “I just talked to her. She should be here in 
about 


ten minutes. She can’t wait to see you, son.” 


Wesley grinned and turned his full attention back to the 
road 


where he knew his mama would be coming. 


The cop looked at Dominick and asked in a low voice. “Did 
she 


tell you what happened?” He motioned behind him to the 
other car. 


“No,” Dominick answered regretfully. “Have you gotten hold 
of 


her husband, Chris, yet?” 


An odd look passed over the officer’s face. “Sir, I just 
radioed in. 


The records show that her husband Christopher Gaines died 
two months 


ago in a car wreck. She must have been confused. Good 
thing you were 


there. Terrible thing to die alone.” The cop patted 
Dominick’s shoulder 


and left. 


“Mama!” Wesley suddenly yelled and took off running as 
fast as 


his bruised knee would let him. A woman enveloped him in 
her arms. 


Soon the mother and child were both crying. 
Dominick, however, was thinking. 


* OK OK OX 


It had taken three days to find her. After misusing the key 
Josh 


had left for emergencies to enter the old house, it had taken 
a whole day of snooping through an ungodly amount of files 
just to find her name. 


Another two days were lost trying to navigate the internet. 
Oh, 


Dominick could check his e-mail, he could do his Christmas 
Shopping, and 


he could definitely find ways to sign away his sanity at 
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but when it came to actually playing private investigator 
with nothing but a keyboard and a crap list of www’s, 


Dominick really was a fish out of 
water. 


In the end, finding Carolina’s phone number probably had 
more to 


do with luck than anything approaching skill. By the time he 
got the 


information he had been awake for twenty two hours. It was 
the middle of 


the night in the Florida Keys and early morning in South 
Africa. He gave 


her another hour to finish her eggs and juice before 
gathering up what 


nerve he had left and actually placing the call. 


He had realized he had no idea what he was going to say at 
just 


about the exact moment that she picked up the phone. 
“Hello?” 
“Yes, hello. This is Dr. Dominick Carlyle.” And that’s as far as 


his brain had gotten in this grand plan of his. He went 
embarrassingly 


silent. 
Her voice was wiry with only the faintest of South African 


accents. “Do | know you, Dr. Carlyle?” 


He kicked himself for his sense of disappointment. It had 
been 


stupid to think Banyan would have mentioned him by name 
to her. Hell, he 


wasn’t even sure if Banyan and Carolina had talked since 
he’d left. Even if they had, what was there to say that 
Banyan would even waste his breath 


on trashing his Knucklehead of a lover? Josh was a tight- 
lipped guy. Why 


the heck had Dominick thought Josh would have broken the 
mold this 


time, to this woman? It was an embarrassing miscalculation 
that Dr. Dick- 


for-Brains was now going to have to deal with. Terrific. 


“No, ma’am. You don’t know me.” Clearing his throat, he 
tried to 


make his words sound halfway reasonable. “We just have a 
mutual friend 


that I’m worried about. | was hoping you had heard from 
him.” 


“You speak of Josh Banyan,” she interrupted him. She 
sounded 


both curious and fiercely protective. He was almost glad she 
was half a 


world away. 


“Yes, ma’am. Josh Banyan.” When she didn’t say anything 
else, 


he continued cautiously, “Have you talked to him lately? | 
just want to 


know if he’s all right, if he’s—” 


She interrupted him once again. “Joshua left you six months 
ago, 


isn’t that right?” It felt more of a damnation than a question. 


“Yes,” he answered honestly. He sure as hell wasn’t going to 
start 


lying now. He had a feeling if this woman caught you in just 
one mistruth, you would be as good as dead to her. He 
couldn’t risk that. 


“Six months,” she repeated slowly—rubbing it in, Dominick 
would Say. 


He knew he deserved it, however. He was more than willing 
to let 


her rub his face in all his stupidity and cowardice if it got 
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chance with Josh. “What can | say? Idiocy runs deep in me, 
ma’am. It took 


a damned long time to shake it loose.” 


“Why should I trust you?” 


He answered the same way. “Because he loves me. | don’t 
know 


why, and I sure as hell don’t deserve it, but he does. And | 
think that 


means just about everything.” 


There was only silence for a moment. Finally, her words 
came. 


They were strong and approving. “I agree with you, Dr. 
Carlyle.” 


He collapsed back into his chair. He felt as if a weight had 
been 


lifted from his shoulders. He felt hope for the first time. Not 
knowing 


where to start, he began with the only question that really 
mattered, “Is 


Josh okay?” 
There was no hesitation to her answer. “No, he’s not.” 


Tension raced back into his body. He felt sick. He felt 
determined. 


He was ready to beg. “I don’t know how to get to him. 
Please, help me. 


I’ve just got to tell him, face to face—” 


“What are you willing to give?” Suddenly she sounded like 
some 


wise soothsayer, a woman about to offer you all of your 
dreams for merely 


the price of your soul. 


Dominick was caught off guard for a moment but finally 
managed 


to open his mouth to answer when she once again cut him 
off. 


“Do not answer lightly. | am serious. What of yourself would 
you 


give for Joshua? The truth.” 
“Anything he’d ask of me, and everything he wouldn't.” And 


while it sounded more like a line out of some grand and 
sprawling movie 


epic than anything the old Dominick Carlyle would have 
Said, it was the 


truth. 


“PIL take your word on that.” There was more movement 
about, a 


pained hiss, then the flipping of pages. She read out a string 
of numbers. 


Dominick hurriedly jotted them down. “You call that number. 
Do what 


must be done. Then call me back, and l'Il give you any 
details you'll 


need.” 
“| don’t understand...” 


“You're not supposed to yet. This is about trust, Dr. Carlyle. 
You 


didn’t trust Joshua. Can you risk trusting me?” 
Solemnly, Dominick nodded. 
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Chapter Nine: A Slow Boat from South Africa 


Dominick Carlyle had never been so cold on the water. His 
whole 


life had been spent in the warmth of the Gulf of Mexico. 
Whether it was 


winters in Galveston or med school in New Orleans, the sea 
had always 


offered a sanctuary from life’s chill. As he wrapped his arms 
around his 


chest and dug his palms into his armpits, Dominick had 
never felt so alone, so foreign, and so damn cold. 


True to his word, he had trusted Carolina Lyons. That was 
why 


one month after their phone call, Dominick was freezing his 
ass off on this lone and very slow boat to Tristan da Cunha. 
If her plan didn’t work, he 


would be screwed in too many ways to properly count. 


“Is this boy worth it?” his jaded, long-dead grandmother 
would 


have chided. She’d always held a dim view on love, even 
her own. “l 


know your grand-daddy wouldn’t have been. | loved the 
man, but there are 


limits. Best find them and define them before it goes too 
far.” 


“Too far?” Dominick laughed into the bitter gale of wind. 
“Sorry, 


Grandma, but I think | crossed the line of ‘too far’ about a 
hundred 


nautical miles back.” 


“You caught the sign, now did you? Pretty impressive for a 
bowl- 


fed fish.” A mess of jangling bones named Fred had snuck 
up behind him. 


The old buzzard was laughing at him. 


Fred was an old fisherman. He spent half the year in Cape 
Town, 


the other half in Tristan. He was not a soft man. He was 
gnarled and harsh and the biggest pain in the butt Dominick 
had ever met. 


“If | say yes, are you going to cut me a break, old man?” 


Dominick shouted above the waves. This was by no means a 
pleasure 


cruise. There were no lounge chairs, no drinks in coconuts, 
no annoying 


little cruise directors clapping their hands and singsonging 
“Time for 


shuffleboard!” No, this was loud. This was cold. This was 
bordering on 


hell. 


Fred shook a long, crooked finger in his face. His few upper 
teeth 


hissed on his bottom gums. “Not on your pussyfooted life, 
boy.” 


Dominick dropped his head and sighed. He bet his Grandma 
would have loved this guy. “Nice talking to you, Fred.” 
“You too, lily liver.” 
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legitimate war time strategy. He was sure lots of generals 
had built their 89 


careers on just such a sneaky, underhanded maneuver. After 
all, war was 


hell, and all’s fair in love and war. 


He slumped back on the bunk that was going to be his home 
for 


the next two weeks. He closed his eyes and wondered when 
his life had 


become a handbook of idioms and tired clichés. Oh yeah, he 
thought with 


a moan, that would have been the moment he was fucking 
born. 


Rich kid popped out of rich mama’s womb in hopes of 
keeping 


even richer daddy in the picture. It was truly a stellar 
beginning to a wholly original life. He flung his arm over his 
face to try to block out the sarcasm that had been kicking 
his ass as of late. Unfortunately all he got in his dark little 
cocoon were flashes of his mother’s voice when he’d made 
the 


mistake of telling her what he was about to do. 
“Are you on drugs, Dominick?” 
“No, Mom.” 


“Well, maybe you should be. Have you been to see a 
psychiatrist? 


Have you been honest with the doctors?” 
“I'm not crazy.” 


“Did they say that?” 


“There is no they, Mom. | don’t need to see anyone. I’m 
perfectly 


sane and hope to be perfectly sane and happy in about 
three weeks’ time.” 


“You're trying a man, aren’t you?” 
“Trying aman?” 

“Homosexuality, Dominick.” 

“Yes, Mom, | know what it is.” 


“Are you trying it? Is that what all this flying around the 
world is 


about? Is this man manipulating you, son?” 
“I don’t know why I even bothered to try.” 


The masochistic part of himself wondered just how long it 
would 


have taken his mother to notice that he was gone. Maybe 
after her next divorce? She always had found some measure 
of comfort in bulldozing her way into her son’s house during 
the post-alimony mourning period. That was one of the main 
reasons why he had kept that awful couch she’d given him. 
Its hard lines and cold surfaces tended to soothe the woman 
whose friends had even nicknamed her as “Ice.” 


While after all these years there was little reasonable 
chance of a 


thaw, Dominick still held out hope that one day his mother 
would just melt into this warm, beautiful human being he 


knew was somewhere deep below those cracked glacial 
plains. 


No such luck this time. This was just another phone call that 


ended up being about him cutting his losses before he got 
frostbit himself. 


With a tired sigh, he went on, “Look, Mom. | just didn’t want 
you 


worrying when you couldn't get a hold of me.” 
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“I wouldn’t have worried, Dominick. | know you can take 
care of 


yourself.” 


“Yes, Mom. You taught me well.” He doubted the cutting 
remark 


even nicked her. 


“| just don’t want you embarrassing yourself or the family. | 
trust 


you have not signed over any of your bank accounts to this 
gentleman?” 


“I’ve got to go now, Mom.” 
“Shall I expect to receive a Christmas card, at least?” 
“ril try. s 


“Don't let this man isolate you. It’s not healthy.” 


Dominick nearly cracked up. He didn’t, of course. “Goodbye, 
Mom. | love you.” 


“Yes, well, | love you too, son.” The click was immediate as 
it 


always was. His mother was not one to dawdle on the 
phone, mourning a 


connection just about to be lost. 


Setting down the phone on the cold granite counter, 
Dominick 


simply walked away. 


And now where was he? On a damned boat thinking up 
ways to 


convince himself he wasn’t just about to ambush his ex- 
lover, that the 


whole bush-whacking thing he was wholeheartedly engaged 
in was just a 


military maneuver with a reasonable chance of success. 


His mother may be “Ice” but Dominick sure as hell could be 
just 


as icy himself. 


He sighed as the idiocy of that plan came to light. “Great. 
Let’s go 


into this trying to be like his cold-hearted mother. Oh yeah, 
he was sure 


lots of generals went into battle with just such a mindset. 
He was so screwed. 


* OK OOK OX 


It was midnight. The Southern Cross was high in the sky. A 
weird 


warmer breeze rustled by his ears as Dominick stood at the 
boat’s railing, clutching the cell phone in his chilled hands. 
Old Fred had said the 


reception was the best at night this far out to sea. 


Hell if Dominick knew if the buzzard was telling him the 
truth or 


just yanking his chains to see how far the “lovesick fool” 
would scramble 


for a chance to coo at his one and only. Dominick was really 
starting to 


hate the man. 


Looking down at his phone for the hundredth time that 
night, 


Dominick stared at the dark signal bar. Every once in a while 
the little 


green bar would flutter with one dot of light. Never two dots. 
God forbid 


three. Just one fading in and out, taunting him with a 
Sadistic glee. 


Oh yeah, Dominick hated the old bird. 


Throwing his head back up to the crystal-clear heavens, 
Dominick 


forced himself to count to two hundred this time. Fifteen 
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had been one hundred numbers ticked off in his mind before 
he allowed 


himself another earnest glance at his phone. Maybe two 
hundred would be 


better. It sounded better. It sounded more in control, more 
patient, more— 


He made it to one hundred and thirty-four before looking. 
The green bar was lit up like a Christmas tree. 


Besides nearly dropping the phone into the ocean and 
having to 


fight off the urge to chest bump a life preserver, Dominick 
handled the 


news like a man. The fact that his hands were shaking so 
hard that he 


misdialed the number three times before finally getting it 
right wasn’t 


really the point. The point was that his whole life was about 
to come down to his ability to cram a few dozen words into 
Banyan before the man was 


awake enough to hang up. 


“Hello?” Josh sounded sleepy and tousled and Dominick was 
sure 


his bed head was spectacular. 


Just the familiar image that brought to his mind brought the 
first 


true grin to Dominick’s face in six months. It made the first 
words flow a little easier off of his tongue. “Hey, Tarzan.” 


The silence settled into Dominick’s gut like a rock. He 
swallowed 


and tried again, “Were you asleep?” It was a stupid question 
but one with 


enough bite that it just might keep Josh on the line a crucial 
few moments longer. “I wasn’t wanting to wake you up, but 
old buzzard bones said—” 


“Old buzzard bones?” Josh repeated very, very slowly. 


Good. At least he was still listening. Though by the sound of 
his 


voice, he hadn’t cleared dreamland just yet. Dominick 
wondered if it might be better to strike when the iron was 
still drowsy. 


He hated wasting precious time and syllables on the old 
coot but 


since Josh had asked: “Buzzard bones is a guy | met on the 
boat. His name 


is Fred.” He was fairly sure his scowl of distaste could be 
seen clear across the ocean. 


Too bad it was dark out. 


“You're fucking a Fred and calling to tell me about it at 
twelve 


thirteen in the morning?” Josh asked. 
Dominick hacked up a laugh. “I don’t think there’s enough 
functional pieces of Fred left to fuck.” 


“Thanks for the intel.” There was a rustling of bed sheets 
anda 


deep yawn. “I’m going back to sleep now.” 


“Wait!” Dominick panicked. “You missed the important part. 
| 


said—” 

“Fred can’t fuck. Got it.” There was another damn yawn. 
“l'm 

on a boat, you moron.” 

Josh was unimpressed. “Congratulations. Don’t drown. Good 
night.” 
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Dominick looked around for an anchor of his own. Finding 
none, 


and being damned to this particular reality, he snapped, 
“Damn it, Banyan! 


Go dunk your head under the cold water or something. | 
need you to wake 


up and think.” 


Suddenly, there was a stranger’s voice in Banyan’s 
background. 


“Who are you talking to, Josh?” The voice was a man’s and 
he sounded as 


sleepy-headed and tousled as Banyan. 


Dominick’s heart dropped. There was a rushing in his ears 
that 


deafened him. There was a rushing in his mind that crippled 
him. His 


thumb pressed the disconnect button. The phone dropped 
to the deck. 


Dominick Carlyle went back inside, sat down on his cot, 
drew his knees 


tight to his chest, and stared out into the dark. 


* OK OK x 


Hours later, the sun poked through the thick glass of the 
porthole, 


alerting Dominick that another day had indeed dared to 
come. He blinked 


his eyes into the intrusive light and cursed the world and 
every soul in it. 


There was a sudden pounding at his cabin’s door. If he had 
hada 


gun, Dominick would have shot it. Thankfully for the door 
and whoever 


had the nerve to stand behind it, arming himself had not 
been on his last- 


minute to-do list all those days ago when this nightmare 
had started. “Go 


away!” he growled. 
No answer. Just more knocking. 


If the bedside lamp hadn’t been bolted to the table, the 
possibility 


of homicide by light fixture would have skyrocketed. As it 
was, Dominick 


didn’t have much else to use as a bludgeoner except for his 
pillow. Even in his disturbed state, he immediately negated 
that idea. There were some 


things a man simply didn’t do to another man. 


Throwing himself off of the cot, Dominick flung open the 
door 


and started yelling, “Are you fucking deaf? | said—” 
“Morning, princess.” Fred grinned his two teeth at him. 


“We sunk and I’m in hell—with you. Great.” Dominick 
stomped 


back over to his makeshift bed and flopped himself down 
painfully on its 


metal rods and springs. “Well, come on in. Let’s get this 
whole eternity of damnation off to a good start. Make 
yourself at home.” 


Fred walked in and stood right in front of him. With a 
weathered 


claw, he grabbed Dominick’s jaw and shook it around. 
“You’ve been 


drinking?” 
Dominick wrenched his face out of the old hand. “Why does 
everybody think I’ve always been drinking?” 


“Probably because it explains pretty good why you’re such a 
pain 


in the ass. Man doesn’t like thinking ill of another man.” 
Fred proselytized with a frown. “Besides, if this was hell, I’m 
pretty sure my ex-wife would already be yammering in my 
ear.” 
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“She’s probably under my bed, then.” Dominick pulled his 
feet up 


onto the cot, just to be safe and all. 


“Well, I’m not looking,” he said with a stubborn set to his 
crooked 


jaw. 


“First smart thing that’s come out of your mouth, old man.” 


Despite his hardest efforts, amusement twitched Dominick’s 
lips. He 


really, really hated this guy. “What are you doing here?” 


“Picking up after you.” Fred reached into his pocket and 
tossed a 


cell phone onto the bed. “I believe that’s your piece of crap, 
ain’t it?” 


“Yeah,” he said in a low, pain-filled breath. He did not touch 
the 


phone. 


Fred looked at him oddly. “You know, if you wanted to get rid 
of 


that thing, there’s a whole big ocean of a junkyard out there 
for you to lose it in.” 


“I know.” Dominick shrugged. 


Fred was still scowling, staring at the phone like it had 
committed 


some personal sin against him. “That thing’s been ringing 
all night.” 


“What?” He really shouldn’t have been surprised, but he 
was. 


What else was Banyan going to do? Although he really 
couldn’t imagine 


Josh sitting around and dialing numbers all night. Besides, 
Banyan 


apparently had better things, or people, to be doing. 


When Dominick's attention returned to the old man, he was 
busy 


explaining himself, “I couldn’t sleep so | took myself for a 
walk. | found it out there a couple of hours ago. | may be an 
ass but I’m not stealing a man of his sleep. | waited till 
sunup to bring it to you.” 


Dominick picked up the phone and looked at its tiny screen. 
He 


saw there were twelve missed calls. He really didn’t have a 
thing to say. 


He needn’t have worried. Fred had enough to say for both of 


them. “I figured it would be your boy calling you. | was kind 
of surprised it was a priest.” 


“Excuse me?” Dominick nearly choked on his tongue. “Did 
you 


just say a priest?” He suddenly had a bad, bad feeling about 
this. 
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Chapter Ten: Drowning in the Shallows 
Father Anthony Bregan was a man of few words and fewer 


actions. It wasn’t a matter of his not caring about his 
parishioners nor was it a result of laziness or general sloth. 


Father Bregan was just a man who liked to think. He liked to 
think a lot and for long periods of times that tested the 
patience of just about everyone around him. The “everyone 


around him” included Josh Banyan. 
Surprisingly, Josh and Bregan actually got along. While most 


would have thought it would have been a clash of titans, the 
epitomes of 


action and non-action going head to head, their relationship 
was oddly 


serene. To say it freaked out a lot of folks on Tristan da 
Cunha would be 


an embarrassing understatement. People just didn’t cozy up 
to things that didn’t logically click. 


So there weren’t a lot of visitors to the little house that Josh 
and 


Bregan shared. It was a two-bedroom, two-bath rancher 
built about fifty 


years ago and located a good hour’s walk from the main 
town. Location 


precluded drop-ins. If someone had business to do with 
either man they 


just waited until the man in question showed up in town. It 
was rarely 


worth traipsing halfway across the island on foot, bike, or 
four-wheel drive just to shoot the breeze. In consequence, 
the two men had a lot of privacy. 


It was a fact they both appreciated, now more than ever. 


The morning that it had started it had started damn 
quick.Bregan was a 


man who liked his waffles. They were simply a staple, proof 
that God 


wanted him to start the day full and pleasantly round. He 
was sitting on the house’s lone couch, a plate of butter, 
syrup, and waffles happily on his lap when he heard the 
crash. 


“Josh?” he yelled out as he deposited the plate on the coffee 
table 


and ran down the hall to the other man’s room. “Josh, are 
you alright?” 


It was a little house, a short house, so those were all the 
words that 


had been able to make it out of Bregan’s mouth before he 
was Standing in 


the doorway of Josh’s bathroom, staring down at the floor. 
Sprawled out on his side—on his bad side, Bregan quickly 


noticed—lay Josh Banyan wearing nothing but pajama 
bottoms and 


spitting out a string of rather colorful curses. 
Seeing that his housemate was alive, if not particularly well, 


Bregan asked calmly, “Do you mind if | write down a few of 
those? It’s 


hard to keep up with the all the new abominations these 
days.” 


“Sorry, Father, but...” Josh nearly bit through his bottom lip 


trying to rein back in the obvious pain. “Damn, this really 
hurts.” 


95 


Bregan knelt down beside him, a hand placed comfortingly 
on his 


shoulder. “What do you need me to do?” 


It wasn’t the first time Josh’s injury had acted up. He’d get 
catches 


in it that would make him cringe. There were days when 
even the 


proverbial “tough guy” had to let the limp win. Sometimes 
the ache just 


couldn’t be bullied away. Josh, of course, tried to hide all of 
these 


incidents from Father. He never explained why but Bregan 
was pretty sure 


pride had a lot to do with it. Seeing Josh like this, therefore, 
was a cold shock to the priest’s system. To be honest, it 
scared him a little. 


Josh dropped his chin to his still-heaving chest and sighed. 
“You 


could explain to me what’s going on with my body.” 


Bregan knelt down by the boy’s side. His company the only 


assistance he knew how to give at the moment. He laid his 
hand firmly on 


Josh’s bicep and squeezed, “What happened?” 


The little soate of laughter from Josh was just sad. “The hip 
just 


gave out and then splat.” 


“You didn’t have any warning?” While he was hardly an 
expert in 


the medical field, Bregan did know a thing or two about the 
long and 


sometimes endless healing these surgeries sometimes take. 
He wouldn’t 


put it past Josh to have willfully ignored any clue less than 
his leg actually falling off. 


“I don’t know.” Josh at least consented to look contrite. “It’s 
felt 


kind of tight, you know, like it was all swelled up on the 
inside the last couple of days. But, heck, when doesn’t it 
feel weird?” 


Bregan smiled at the further consent of “heck” instead of 
“hell.” 


Josh's hiss of pain as he tried to move brought the priest 
back to the point. 


“Do you think you broke anything?” God knew there was no 
cushion to 


any of these floors. 
“No,” Josh blew out a shaky breath. “I don’t think so.” 


Once the relief left him, an idea popped into Bregan’s head, 
“Do 


you think there’s an infection in there? Those germs are 
nasty and 


relentless. They could have been stewing in you for a few 
days, softening 


you up until—” 


“A right cross to the jaw, Father?” A smile flashed quickly 
across 


Josh's face. “I still say there’s more prize fighter in you than 
priest.” 


“Are you quite done?” He tried to be stern but found himself 


smirking. Bregan could never figure out what fascinated this 
young man so 


much about his misspent youth. 

“Yes, sir.” Josh had the good manners to look appropriately 
abashed. “Could you help me up?” 

“Certainly.” 
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It was a struggle, one in which elbows and knees went 
everywhere 


and even Bregan found himself counting to ten for patience. 
Finally, they 


had Josh on his feet. 


Holding his weight up mostly on the tiny bathroom’s 
pedestal 


sink, Josh looked pale and sweaty. His shoulders were 
trembling under the 


strain and the pulse in his neck was pounding away 
frightfully. 


There was only one conclusion Bregan or any man with eyes 
and 


half a heart of compassion could make: “You’re sick.” 
“Yeah.” Josh didn’t even try to deny it. 


Bregan was getting a bad feeling about this. Unfortunately, 
there 


wasn’t a lot he could do except offer to make a supply run. 
“Antibiotics 


and Tylenol?” Just because Dr. Freeman was off the island 
for a few 


weeks, it didn’t mean all prescriptions were suddenly cut 
off. Bregan 


would just have to find Petra, Freeman’s minimally trained 
but extremely 


caring assistant. She had the authority to prescribe in 
emergencies. Bregan had the feeling this was one of those 
times. 


Josh nodded. He was as aware of the situation as the priest. 
“That’s about all we can do.” 


“Has this happened before?” It seemed like something Petra 
might 


ask. 


“They told me I got a pretty nasty infection a couple of 
weeks 


after...” Josh still never put the horrible incident into words. 
“But | was 


still out of it. | don’t remember much other than them 
saying it was bad.” 


The news was just getting worse. “You need a doctor,” 
Bregan 


stated. 


Josh’s tough-guy mask was back. Bregan had learned it was 
the 


boy’s one true crutch. “A doctor is the last thing | need, and 
the last thing I’m going to get.” 


Bregan had the suspicion Josh’s aversion to doctors was a 
little 


more personal than the young man would ever admit. Now 
was not the 


time to go into all that, however. Bregan had to take 
whatever he could get. 


“Petra will have to do then,” he said firmly. There would be 
no discussion on this point. 


Josh was a smart man and apparently knew when he was 
beat. 


“All right.” 
Bregan decided to push. “I'll have Emsley stay with you.” 
“I don’t need—” 


Bregan was having none of it. “Emsley will stay with you.” 
Josh 


wasn’t the only tough guy in this house. 
Josh narrowed his eyes and asked, “You were one of those 


fighters that peppered your opponent with all those little 
annoying body 


shots until they were on their knees, weren’t you?” 
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By the time Bregan had gotten back from town with the best 


medicinal supplies he could beg off of Petra, the noon sun 
was Starting its descent in the sky and Josh Banyan was 
officially as sick as a dog. Not that Josh would admit it, of 
course. Bregan had realized from day one that Josh was as 
stubborn as himself, a feat Bregan had not often 
experienced in his life, either in the ring or behind the collar. 
So when the young man had 


raised his head wearily from the toilet bowl to declare just 
how good he 


felt, Bregan didn’t flinch at the lie. He just asked for a little 
forgiveness and a lot of patience. 


“You scared the girl,” Bregan informed him as he rinsed out 
a 


fresh washcloth in the sink. Emsley might be fourteen years 
old but in 


most ways she was most definitely still a little girl. When 
Bregan had 


found her on the front porch, white as a sheet and clinging 
to a cup of hot chocolate, he knew exactly what had 
happened. He sent her home with a 


thank you and an apology. 


“I did not scare her.” Josh coughed up a lung and spit. 
Bregan 


considered heading for the porch himself. Josh took the 
proffered wet cloth with a flicker of guilt. “Did 1?” 


“Yes,” Bregan said softly but honestly. He placed the back of 
his 


hand on the boy’s forehead. He frowned at the heat that he 
found there. 


“I didn’t mean to scare her.” Josh dropped his head to his 
hands 


and slumped back on the linoleum floor. 


“I know.” Bregan returned to the sink and filled a paper cup 
with 


water. He handed it to the young man and waited to see if 
he’d be able to 


keep even that little bit of liquid down. 
Surprisingly, Josh did. Looking a bit pleased with himself, he 
asked, “Where’s Petra?” 


Bregan sighed, really hoping God didn’t think this boy was 
Job. 


“She has the flu. She doesn’t want to risk giving it to you.” 


“Smart.” Josh nodded, plastering on a smile he was no 
doubt 


hoping would cover up that twinge of fear in his eyes. 


Bregan let him play out the lie. Offering his hand, he 
admonished 


gently, “You need to get back in bed. l'Il bring you the 
medicine and some fresh water.” 


“Okay.” Although unsteady on his feet, Josh made it to the 
door 


on his own power. “Thanks.” 


* OK OK OX 


A little before midnight, Bregan cracked open Josh’s door 
and 


peeked inside. Honestly, he wasn’t surprised at what he 
found. Josh was 


sitting up against the headboard, a magazine stretched out 
across his lightly covered lap, the bedside lamp glowing at 
his side. “You’re supposed to be 


asleep.” Bregan leaned against the doorway and waited for 
the boy’s 


explanation. 
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“I’m resting,” Josh answered with a halfhearted and tired 
shrug. 


His eyes were bloodshot and heavy lidded. 


Bregan spotted the bowl on the bedside table. He asked, 
already 


knowing the answer, “Did you finish that soup?” 

“A little.” 

He couldn’t help the small smile that came to his lips as he 
pointed out, “That was a yes or no question, Josh.” 

Josh looked guiltily over at the still half filled bowl. “No 
comment, then.” 

“Any more...” Bregan threw a look over to the bathroom. No 


need to put into words but they both certainly remembered. 


“No.” Josh knuckled his eyes between yawns. “Just tired.” 


Bregan nodded, knowing there was little else he could do for 
the 


sick boy. “Sleep, son,” he whispered as he began closing the 
door. 


“I will,” Josh promised as he tossed the magazine onto the 
little 


table. 


When Josh had turned off the bedside light, Bregan left with 
a 


gentle, “Good night.” 


* OK OK x 


When he had first heard voices coming from Josh’s 
bedroom, 


Bregan had thought the fever had worsened significantly 
and the young 


man had become delirious. He had rushed down the short 
hallway and 


flung open the closed bedroom door. His sleep muffled 
words were out of 


his mouth before he even noticed the phone held to Josh’s 
ear. “Who are 


you talking to, Josh?” 


Josh pulled the phone away and stared at it hard. He was 
paler 


than he had been leaning over the toilet earlier. “Dominick,” 
he stuttered. 


“| think it was Dominick.” 
“You think?” 


“I’m not sick enough to be hallucinating, am |?” The young 
man 


looked desperate. 


Bregan rushed to his side and placed his palm again to 
Josh’s 


forehead. “You’re hot, son, but nowhere near that bad.” It 
was just a little lie. 


Josh just kept staring at that phone. 


Bregan took it from his hands. Josh didn’t fight him. He just 
kept 


staring at his now-empty fingers. 


Looking at the screen and pushing the appropriate buttons, 
Bregan 


brought up the identity of the last caller. “Dominick Carlyle,” 
he softly 


affirmed. Bregan knew what this Dominick meant to Josh. He 
knew their 


relationship had traveled far past the point of friendship. He 
knew this 


Dominick had hurt Josh. Anything more was unnecessary. 
Bregan frowned 


down at the offending phone. “What did he want?” 
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With the fever, with the lack of sleep, Josh may have been 
out of 


it a little bit, but he was aware enough to pick up on the 
priest’s tone and his shadowed eyes. Josh chuckled gently. 
“Careful, Father. That’s not very Christian-like.” 


“God forgive me, but I’m not happy about this.” 


Josh reached over and took the phone back. He looked at it 
only 


briefly before placing it on the bedside table. He then 
scooted back down 


into bed. “I’m going back to sleep.” 


Bregan replayed what happened again in his mind. The 
realization 


came quickly. “Dominick thinks that I... that you and | 
were...are...” 


Josh shrugged. “Dominick’s a doofus.” 


“Perhaps,” Bregan conceded. He wasn’t about to give the 
mana 


free pass, after all. “But aren’t you going to call him back? 
You never said what he wanted.” Yes, Bregan was having a 
very un-Christian-like 


moment. 


Josh scrubbed the heels of his palms hard into his eyes. He 
looked 


terrible. He looked sick. His voice didn’t even pretend to be 
up to his usual tough-guy par. “I don’t know what he 
wanted. He said he was on a boat 


and he was talking about buzzards.” 
“Had he been imbibing?” 


“Dominick doesn’t, not like that.” A smile creased his lips. 
“He 


told me to go stick my head in the sink.” 


“And that’s a good thing?” Bregan fought back the impulse 
of 


laying his hand across Josh’s forehead again. 


Josh shook his head, looking like he had the weight of two 
worlds 


on his shoulders. “He had something he wanted to tell me, 
but then...” 


Josh looked sheepishly up at the Catholic priest in his 
bedroom. 


Bregan closed his eyes and asked again for just a touch 
more 


patience. He thought it best to lay the situation all out on 

the line. “So your ex-lover, the man you really, really love, 
now thinks you’re sleeping with another man, a man that 

happens to be a priest, a man that happens to be 


me?” 
“Yeah : a] 


Bregan sighed and sat down miserably on the side of the 
bed. 


“Pardon me while | refer to that list of abominations.” He ran 
his fingers through what little hair had accompanied him 
into his fifties. “He’s not 


going to answer the phone, is he?” 
“No.” 


* OK OK OX 


There was some kind of storm or fog or what the fuck ever 
which 


clogged up all the phone lines and kept Dominick watching 
a “No Signal” 


flashing across the little screen. After two hours of imagining 
the worst, and Dominick Carlyle could imagine a shitload of 
worst, the phone finally 
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lit up properly and Dominick nearly sprained a ligament 
pushing those 


little buttons. 


The voice that picked up was not Banyan’s. “Father 
Bregan?” 


Dominick asked, a nervous catch to his throat. All Fred had 
gotten out of 


his aborted phone call was the priest’s name. With a heavy 
aversion to 


anything religious, Fred had immediately hung up. There 
were so many 


reasons Dominick was going to kill that guy. 


“Yes.” The man on the line seemed to release a long-held 
breath. 


He carried on calmly. “I take it this is Dominick?” 


“Yeah.” Terrific. Fred wasn’t the only one with aversions. 
Only 


three words into a conversation with the priest and 
Dominick was already 


feeling guilty. This was going to be one hell of a 
conversation. 


To prove that very point, the priest declared simply, “I’m not 
Sleeping with your Josh Banyan.” 
Dominick laughed. What else could a man do when he was 


trapped in this kind of surreal nightmare? Letting Father in 
on the joke, 


Dominick commented off the cuff, “I’ve bet you’ve never 
had to say that 


before.” 


“Different name, different time.” He seemed to sigh a bit. “I 
did 


not come out of my mother’s womb wearing a collar, young 
man.” 


His formative parochial years came roaring back to him and 
he 


spluttered out, “Forgive me.” 
There was a chuckle. 


“Did you just laugh?” Dominick asked incredulously. He 
didn’t 


think priests could laugh. He was fairly sure laughing was 
one of those 


damnable offenses. 
The man sighed genially. “You are not Catholic, are you, 
Dominick?” 


“No, but I’ve been scared by plenty of them.” Apparently 
honesty 


was the staff that was destined to strike Dominick down. 
Hell, he might 


already be damned, but it didn’t hurt to toss in an apology, 
“Nothing 


personal, Father.” 
There was another suspicious chuckle. “Understood, son.” 


Although probably now destined for hell, Dominick was 
feeling a 


little more at ease with the conversation. He decided to get 
straight to the point. “Again, no offense, but what the heck’s 
going on over there?” 


This time there was definitely a laugh. “Another ‘heck,’ boy. 
How 


refreshing.” 


While he appreciated the priest was enjoying this little walk 
on the 


wild side of sinful emotions, Dominick really needed to get 
some 


information here. Taking a deep breath, Dominick started, 
“Father...” 


He was immediately cut off. “Josh is sick, son.” 
Dominick dropped down on the bed. “What?” 
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The Father sighed. “You are of course aware of the injury to 
his 


hip roughly a year ago?” 


“Yas, ” 


Gravely, the priest informed him, “An infection has grown 
there. 


It’s a nasty one, Dominick.” 


His mind was leaping to a thousand different conclusions. 
His 


tongue decided to state the one cursed detail among them 
all. “There’s no 


doctor,” Dominick whispered. 
“How would you know?” 


Dominick cut him off. “Long story, not important now. | need 
to 


talk to him.” 


Bregan hesitated. “He’s...drifting, you might say. The last 
few 


hours have been very rough on him. The fever is very high. 
He’s lucid 


some moments, but others...” 
“Please, Father, | need to try,” Dominic pleaded. 
This time there was no pause. “Certainly, Dominick.” 


“Wait a minute.” A terrible thought came to mind. “Does 
Josh 


know I’m coming?” 


“You're coming here?” Bregan’s question certainly answered 


Dominick’s. 


“I'll be there tomorrow,” Dominick’s voice was deserting 
him. 


“Ah, you're on that boat.” 

“Yeah,” Dominick croaked. 

Behind a sigh came the words, “Thank God.” 
Dominick almost laughed. “Can you say that?” 


“Son, they pay me to say that.” Once Dominick had stopped 
his 


probably sinful chuckling, Bregan continued, “I’m going to 
lay the phone 


down on his pillow and put you on speaker. l'Il leave the 
room. Talk to 


him freely.” 


“Thank you, Father.” Dominick’s mind was spinning. It 
seemed to 


take forever for the sound of a door closing to reach his 
ears. Taking a 


deep breath, Dominick said raggedly, “Hey, Banyan.” 
Nothing. 


“I hear you’re not feeling too good, buddy.” Dominick rolled 
his 


eyes at that. He wasn’t talking to a child, for God’s sakes. 


When silence only met his idiotic words, Dominick decided 
to just 


go for the jugular. Josh may not be able to hear him, but at 
least, finally, the words would be said. 


“Okay, I’m going to say this once, right off the bat, get it out 
there 


just like | should have done at that damned airport...I love 
you back, 


Tarzan.” 

102 

Chapter Eleven: Healing Waters 
Twenty-six hours had passed. 


A single sheet lay over Josh Banyan’s body. It was cotton 
and 


white and so thin a breath could be felt through it. He wore 
nothing under the sheet; his sweat-coated form trembled 
under the negligible weight. The fever was rampant. His 
body was failing. Time was running out. 


Emsley Evensong sat on the floor in the corner of the room, 
her 


knees drawn up to her chest. She chewed on the shorn nail 
of her little 


finger, her bangle bracelets tinkling with each frantic bite. 
She was afraid and all she wanted was for the preacher to 
come back. She closed her eyes. 


She didn’t want to watch anymore. 
Emsley was fourteen, skinny as a rail and all buck teeth and 


nervous glances. Long, straight black hair framed a face 
that could one day be beautiful. All the bones were there for 
a gorgeous young woman: 


almon-shaped brown eyes, a straight nose, high 
cheekbones, full pink lips 


and a long, lean body. Puberty, however, held the girl tight 
in its awkward clutches. It would be years before Emsley 
was Clear of that jokester’s 


stench. 


The cell phone lay open on the thin pillow under Josh’s 
head. The 


speaker symbol flashed on its small screen. A voice cut in 
and out, the 


grainy words metered by the lashing of water against the 
metal hull of a 


boat. The man sounded hoarse, as if he’d been pleading for 
hours into the 


teeth of a stiff wind. Each statement was followed by a brief 
pause, 


awaiting a response he knew wouldn’t come. 


“I bet you’re scaring that girl. Giving her nightmares that 
will stay 


with her the rest of her life. That’s one hell of a legacy to 
leave, Banyan. 


You proud of yourself?” 
Of course, there was no reply. Josh Banyan hadn’t spoken an 


understandable word since early morning the day before. 
With noon now 


slipping through the windows, Emsley was beginning to 
think Josh was 


never going to talk again. A tear trickled down her cheek at 
that thought. 


Scrubbing her hands across her face, she made a decision. 
Pulling 


herself to her feet, she strode over to the bed and plunked 
her ass down on the mattress beside Josh’s hip. With a deep 
though rattled breath of 


bravery, she grabbed on to Josh’s lax hand and placed it 
firmly on her lap. 


She held on to it tight. Clearing her throat, she interrupted 
the other man’s rambling. “Josh isn’t going to be able to talk 
to you, so | will. He’d like that, and maybe if he heard us 
he’d—” 


“Emsley,” Dominick stuttered, sounding all kinds of lost. 
“Thank 


you. That’d be great.” 
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“I’m holding his hand for you,” she told him even though 
she 


didn’t know if she should. 


The question that then came was unexpected and, even to 
her 


young ears, curious. “Which hand?” 
“His right.” 


He sounded almost energized by her answer. “Okay. Inside 
his 


palm, by his thumb, there’s a scar.” He stopped, no doubt 
waiting for her 


to find it. 


She easily did. “I see it.” The scar looked to be only a scant 
half 


year old. “What happened?” 


“He was fixing me lobster...” Dominick’s voice dropped far 
away 


and was lost. 


There was silence. It was awkward and wrong and so painful 
that 


Emsley just had to make it stop. Leaning down, she brushed 
her lips softly across the scar. She closed her eyes as she 
pulled away. “I kissed it to 


make him feel better,” she whispered. She knew full well it 
sounded silly 


and childish, two things she desperately didn’t want to be 
anymore. “Was 


that okay?” 
“Yes.” Dominick sounded strangled again. “It was perfect.” 


“When will you be here?” She didn’t want to sound like a 
scared 


little girl, but she had never been a good liar. 


“| don’t know.” The reception all of a sudden became 
muffled, as 


if a hand had been put over the mouthpiece. A few seconds 
of this silence 


and his voice returned. Dominick sounded out of breath and 
a little pissed off. “They tell me we'll land in another hour.” 
It sounded like he hit 


something hard and immovable. The murmured “Shit!” that 
followed 


confirmed it. “Then I’ve got to find a way to get to the 
house.” 


A relieved huff of air fell from her lips. Finally, she could 
actually 


tell the man something useful. “Don’t worry about that. 
Father Bregan will pick you up. He’s already left to do just 
that. | thought he told you, but—” 


“I wasn’t listening, not to him at least.” He sounded like a 
scolded 


child. 

“It’s okay,” the little girl soothed the full-grown man. “Father 
Bregan will forgive you. It’s kind of his job.” 

Dominick chuckled. 

Emsley smiled. Maybe she was helping, at least a little. 
“Okay. I’m going to ask you a few questions, Emsley. Don’t 


worry if you don’t know the answers. Just give me your best 
guess.” He 


sounded back in control. She could almost imagine him as 
the doctor 


Father Bregan assured them he was. Almost. “How is Josh’s 
breathing?” 


She didn’t know how to describe it. The breaths were 
labored and 


sounded painful but she thought they could probably sound 
worse. She 


worried her bottom lip between her teeth for a beat before 
owning up to 
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her ignorance. “I don’t know. It’s worse than it was 
yesterday but not 


worse than it was early this morning.” 
“Does it sound like he can’t catch his breath?” 


“No. Just that it hurts when he does.” Hesitantly, she placed 
her 


hand on his ribs, feeling the muscles below his skin wince 
with his every 


breath. She didn’t want to get anything wrong. 

“Is he sweating?” 

“Yes, a little, | think.” Although the way he had been moving 
around before, she figured he should be sweating more. 


She could hear papers shuffling in the background. She 
guessed 


the doctor was taking notes now. For some reason, that 
made her even 


more nervous. “Have you been able to get him to take any 
water?” 


A wave of guilt slapped her hard across her face. “I haven’t 
tried. 


Father Bregan didn’t say...” 
“It’s all right, Emsley,” he calmed her immediately. “Josh 
probably won’t take any, but can you try for me?” 


“How?” she asked, knowing she wasn’t going to be able to 
wake 


Josh up. 


“Just hold his head up a little off the pillow and dribble a 
little into 


his mouth.” 


“What if he chokes?” There had to be a good reason why 
Father 


Bregan hadn’t been doing that before he left. 


“Then Josh will cough it back up, and he won’t be any worse 
than 


before, | promise.” 
“Okay.” She tried to sound brave, but she had never been so 


scared in all her life. Her hands were shaking, and she 
prayed. 


It didn’t go as badly as she had feared. Josh didn’t drown. In 
fact, 


he may have even swallowed a little bit down. She told 
Dominick just that. 


“Good. That’s really good, Emsley. Thank you.” She could 
hear 


him release the deep, anxious breath from there. “Are his 
eyes open, 


sweetheart? Even a little?” 


“Not anymore, no.” Earlier that morning, Josh had stared at 
her 


and Father Bregan with clouded eyes that seemed to look 
only far away. 


Josh looked more peaceful now. Emsley didn’t know if that 
was a good or 


a bad thing. She didn’t ask. 


“You just tell me if something weird starts going on with 
him, 


okay?” Relief muscled out anxiety for a moment. 
She tried to follow his lead. “Okay.” 
“Still got his hand?” he asked, almost as if it was a knee-jerk 


reaction to the few seconds of silence into which they had 
just fallen. 


“Yeah : ” 


“Good.” She could hear Dominick’s feet pacing across the 
deck. 


His steps were slow and rigorous. She was glad when he 
drowned out the 
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sounds with words. “So tell me the story of how he, Redford, 
and Carolina 


saved the village.” 


“Really?” she asked hopefully. That was something she 
could 


actually do. 
“Really.” She could tell his footsteps had stopped. “Tell me 
everything you've got.” 


“Josh and his friends liked to walk around the volcano, 
Queen 


Mary’s Peak, a lot. Every day they’d get loaded down with 
these huge 


backpacks and head up its side. For the first few weeks they 
never seemed 


to go the same way twice. A couple of people had even 
offered to guide 


them up to the top, since most days they just looked like 
they were lost 


wandering around.” 
“They weren't,” Dominick surmised. 


“No, they weren't. It’s not like they were hiding what they 
were 


doing either. The old man, Redford, especially would talk 
and talk about 


birds and plants and some kind of underground plates. But, 
of course, he 


didn’t talk about them plain like that. He used big words 
that didn’t mean anything to us except for sounding big. He 
wasn’t trying to make us feel 


dumb. | just don’t think he was used to talking to people 
who didn’t 


already know what he was saying, if that makes any sense.” 


“It does.” Dominick took a breath and asked hesitantly, 
“What 


was Carolina like?” 


Emsley had to think about it for a moment. Putting people 
into 


words was more difficult than it seemed. “Carolina was 
quiet, but a 


different kind of quiet than Josh.” 

Dominick snorted, quickly explaining, “Never quite pictured 
Banyan as being tight-lipped before.” 

Emsley smiled. She liked when Dominick called him Banyan. 


“Carolina would say that Josh was too busy trying to decide 
what he was 


going to do next, to actually talk about what he was going 
to do next.” 


She took his silence on the matter for agreement. “So what 


happened?” he hurried her on like a child with a bedtime 
story. 


His excitement was contagious. If she didn’t already know 
how 


the story ended she’d have smiled. “Queen Mary had been 
rumbling for a 


week. Not the normal kind, but rougher, sharper, | guess 
you could say. 


Half of everyone was panicking. Half was rolling their eyes 
and calling the other half cowards and numbskulls. Who 
calls anybody numbskulls, huh?” 


She could just hear Dominick smiling. She was glad because 
she 


bet he was going to hate this next part. 


“Josh and Redford were telling everybody that morning that 
they 


needed to be ready to move. Josh wasn’t saying the volcano 
was going to 


blow, just that she might. He tried to get Father Leonard to 
close the school that day or at least move us closer to the 
beach.” She stopped, scratching 106 


her head, deciding to voice what she’d been thinking since 
that day. “It 


was weird the Father didn’t let us go. We did that a lot, 
having school on the shore. Father Leonard liked doing it 
too. | don’t know why he was so 


stubborn that day. It didn’t make any sense, now or then.” 
“You were in that school?” Dominick asked. 


“Yes.” She had forgotten Dominick wouldn’t have known 
that. 


“Father Leonard just kept saying God would save us if we 
needed saving, 


that it wasn’t our place to try and outguess the Lord and His 
ways. Redford called him stupid.” 


Dominick snorted, his agreement was obviously implied. 
“And 


Josh?” 


“He said he’d stay with us, get us out if need be. Father 
Leonard 


wasn’t happy about it but nobody can really stop Josh when 
he’s got his 


mind set on something.” 
“I know.” Dominick readily agreed with that. 


“There was only an hour left at school when Queen Mary 
blew. 


Not out of its top, but out of her side. It had never done that 
before. Not even in all the old stories.” She stopped and 
squeezed her hero’s hand just a little bit tighter. “Josh knew 
where to make us run and he did it all calm like, like it was 
some kind of game. I think the only one of us really scared 
was Father Leonard. He was crying a lot.” 


“You all got out okay?” Dominick asked softly. 


“Yeah. Josh had us all up on Pancake Rock. It’s huge, towers 
over 


the ocean and—” 


“Is as flat as a pancake?” Dominick interrupted with what 
she just 


knew was a smirk. 


“Yeah.” She really, really wished he was there. “Everybody 
else 


on the island had headed west, away from the flow. We were 
right in the 


middle of it, just above it a few dozen meters. Of course, 
Redford and 


Carolina were up there with us. | don’t know where they 
came from, but 


there they were. | think they were waiting for us.” Her lips 
curled up at a certain memory. “It didn’t look like Redford 
was going to let Josh go once he got a hold of him.” 


“I can imagine,” Dominick said wistfully. 


Emsley closed her eyes, knowing now a little more of what 
the 


man must be feeling. Shaking herself out of that reverie, 
she continued on. 


“Anyhow, we were Safe, but we were trapped. They didn’t 
want us to try 


to climb down into the ocean. It was dangerous for full- 
grown adults, not 


to mention stupid kids like us. So we waited. Redford was 
sure they’d send a boat for us by morning.” 


“Did they?” 


“| don’t know. The volcano blew again an hour before 
dawn.” Her 


voice deserted her, which just made her mad. “Josh called it 
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| think. Basically it’s when a hole blows out of the side of a 
volcano. It’s a freak thing. Josh said shield volcanoes didn’t 
usually do that.” 


There was a long sigh, then what sounded to be the 
scrubbing of 


his hands through his hair. Dominick’s voice was low but 
sure when it 


came. “Josh blamed himself for taking you up there.” 


She noticed it wasn’t a question. “Yeah, he did. It was 
stupid. 


Where else would we have gone?” 
“Redford tell him that?” 
“I don’t know. The rest of us did, though. He saved us. If the 


island had lost all its children, | don’t think Tristan would 
make it. How could we? Or, | guess | should say, how could 
they? I'd have been dead.” 


He sounded painfully hesitant as he asked, “What happened 
to 


Redford?” 


“Somehow they got us all moving down the side of that 
rock. 


Each of them, of the adults, had a rope. They sat up there 
and held it while we climbed down into the ocean. The last 
of us, Roy Stapleton, had just 


jumped into the water when it blew again. Bigger. It was like 
an 


explosion.” Emsley was crying now. “We could just watch as 
Josh and 


them were shot through the air. | remember Carolina’s hair 
was on fire. It went out as soon as she hit the water. Redford 
hit the water wrong. Head 


first. Carolina landed on her back.” 
“And Josh on his side.” It wasn’t a question. 
“Yeah, on his hip. It was terrible.” She started picking on her 


thumbnail trying not to remember it too much. “Roy, he was 
the biggest of us, swam out there and pulled them up. 
Redford was already dead. 


Carolina was unconscious. And Josh was...” 
“He was what, Emsley?” 


She didn’t know how to Say it, so she just spit it all out in a 
rush. 


“He was just out of it. He was hurting so bad, inside and out. 
He knew 


what happened. Roy had to keep hold of him to stop him 
from crawling 


back in the water.” 

“Why did he—” 

She didn’t want him to have to say it. She would. “Josh just 
wanted to die, | think.” 


The silence didn’t surprise her. The question did. “Does he 
want 


to now?” 


“Hell, no.” She laughed, then slapped her hand across her 
mouth. 


“Sorry. Don’t tell Father Bregan, okay?” 
“I won’t.” He sounded like he was smiling. 


“He won't die, Dominick.” She wiped the tears angrily from 
her 


eyes. “We won't let him.” 
x x OK OX 
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“Father Bregan?” With backpack and duffel bag slung over 
his 


shoulders, Dominick was already calling out the name as he 
took first step onto land. Nobody in the little crowd of people 
mingling at the dock 


replied, however. They all just went on greeting loved ones 
or impatiently waiting for crates of goods to be unloaded. 
Nobody gave Dominick so 


much as a second look. 


“Bregan!” he shouted again, this time at the top of his 
lungs. He 


cursed himself now for never having asked what the priest 
looked like. 


“Look for a man ina collar,” his rational side of his brain was 
saying. That was easier said than done when most of the 
men were either wearing white 


T-shirts or windbreakers. “Damn it! Has anybody seen a 
priest?” he yelled 


out as he climbed up a rung on the dock’s railing, trying to 
catch a glimpse of something holy. 


Suddenly, there was a sharp tug at his pants leg. “Dominick 


Carlyle?” A man in his fifties, shaped like a potato and 
wearing glasses, 


looked up at him. 


Dominick jumped down and grabbed the man’s shoulders. 
The 


white collar around his neck told Dominick all he needed to 
know about 


the stranger’s identity. “Is he alive?” It was a stupid 
question. The priest wouldn’t know any more than 
Dominick, probably less, as Emsley had 


been devoting all her phone time to him. Dominick, 
however, just needed 


to see the words coming out of somebody’s mouth. This last 
day had been 


a nightmare. He needed this assurance to be real. 


The priest cornered him with a studious glare. “And that is 
all that 


matters to you?” 


“Yeah,” he breathed out, acknowledging the weight of that 
truth. 


“| love him.” 


Only then did the priest smile. “He’s been waiting for you, 
son.” 


x kx OK OX 
Banyan looked terrible. 


Dominick didn’t care. He dropped his bags on the floor and 
strode 


over to the bed. He bent down and kissed him hard on the 
lips. When he 


pulled back, Dominick’s eyes were filled with tears. He, 
however, refused 


to let them fall. 


He had work to do. 


* OK OOK x 


With the wet, cold towel still clutched within his fingers, 


Dominick Carlyle’s body had finally succumbed to 
exhaustion. He still sat 


in the bedside chair. His legs were stretched out, crossed at 
the ankles. His neck was at some horrible angle. A frown lay 
across his face, even in 


Sleep. His soft snores sounded exhausted. 


For seventeen hours Dominick had been nursing the fever- 
ridden 


Josh. The doctor hadn’t taken a break. He hadn’t taken 
much of a deep 
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breath either. He kept saying all they had to do was to give 
the antibiotics time to work. The fever would go with the 
infection. 


Banyan was scaring him to death and it showed. Emsley had 
now 


started worrying about Dominick as well. 


She nervously twisted her hands within the apron she was 
still 


wearing. “The way he’s sleeping, Father, it’s going to kill 
him when he 


wakes up.” 


The priest smiled sadly. “No, my dear, that won’t kill him.” 


Emsley ran a tired hand across her face. She knew what 
Bregan 


was not saying. Only one thing would kill this man. “He’s 
going to be 


fine.” She unknotted the apron and threw it angrily to the 
floor. “They’re both going to be fine.” 


The priest shook his head at her little outburst but did not 
reproach 


her. “I hope so.” He bent down and picked up the discarded 
piece of cloth. 


Slowly, he began to fold it up within his hands. “It won’t be 
for lack of 


trying on either’s part.” 


She felt silly now that her childish tantrum was out of her 
system. 


She looked back at the bed and its uncomfortably occupied 
chair, trying to find something that would make up for it. 
“Should we wake Dominick? 


Get him to lie down?” 
Bregan just raised his brow at her. 


She sighed, even more downtrodden. “Yeah, | know. He’d 
never 


go back to sleep.” 


“I’m afraid not,” Bregan easily agreed with her. 


“Is it wrong that they love each other?” It was a question 
with 


which her Catholic upbringing had plagued her. While she 
wasn’t entirely 


sure she'd take Bregan’s word as the final answer to it, she 
did want to 


know his thoughts. 
“No. | don’t believe it is.” Father softly smiled. 


“Good. I’m glad.” Re-energized and a little more hopeful, 
she 


wandered closer to the bed. “Should | put a fresh towel to 
his face? Maybe try to give him some more water?” She 
needed something to do. She 


needed to help. 
“No, | think we should just let the two be for the moment.” 


Bregan’s hand lightly fell on Emsley’s shoulder. “How about 
you and | go 


sit on the front porch, drink in some of this beautiful 
morning air?” 


To a part of her, the idea sounded wonderful. “Will it be all 
right?” She looked up at the priest with hope. 


“Yes,” Bregan’s gaze fell once again to the bed. He slowly 
began 


to back them away. “I believe it will be, child.” 


* OK OOK OX 


There was something wet on his head. Josh wrinkled his 
forehead, 


trying to get the feeling to go away. It didn’t. Damn, but it 
was cold too. 
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Cold and dripping. He could feel a drop easing its way down 
toward his left eye. 

He crinkled his face again. 

Okay, that only made it move faster. 

Plop. 


It hit the inside corner of his eye. Josh could feel little chill 
blades 


burst out across the skin of his neck and down his shoulders 
and back. He 


Shivered, or at least he thought he did. Things were really 
confusing right now. 


He felt as wrung out as a dish towel. His muscles were 
mush; even 


his bones felt wishy-washy. He was either very sick or very 
drunk. By the 


taste of sweat his tongue found on his lip, he was betting 
very sick was the answer. 


Josh gathered his energy and flexed the muscles 
Surrounding his 


bad hip. Things felt surprisingly numb down there. Usually 
that would be a concern. As flashes of the last few days 
started coming back to him, 


however, he quickly realized numb was a definite and most 
refreshing 


improvement over the remembered, frankly gut wrenching, 
pain. 


Another drop of water started moving down toward his eye. 


He really needed to move. He needed to get that damn wet 
towel 


off of his head. He was going to fucking drown. 


Okay, so maybe he wasn’t thinking as clearly as he thought 
he 


Was. 


As the drop worked its way slowly down his face, he decided 
it 


was about time he opened his eyes. Although he sure as hell 
didn’t have 


the energy to maneuver his hand up to wipe away the drop, 
maybe if he 


had his eyes open he could signal someone who could. 


Someone. 


He remembered Bregan being there. He lived with the guy 
so that 


made sense even to his muffed-up head. 


Images of Emsley Evensong kept flashing by. She looked 
scared. 


Emsley never looked scared. 


Then Josh remembered a voice. Dominick’s voice. Dominick 
had 


been talking a lot. The meanings of the words he’d been 
saying kept 


swimming out of focus, disappearing completely before Josh 
could grab on 


to their importance. 


There had been a phone call in the middle of the night. 
Buzzards 


and boats kept popping up in his mind. Hell, maybe the 
fever had made his 


brain go bad. 
Plop. 


The second cold drop of water found his eye. He tried to 
blink its 


chill away. All he managed to do, however, was get water 
actually in his 


now open eye. He hissed and threw his head back into the 
pillow. 
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Two rough but wonderfully warm hands suddenly took 
gentle 


hold of his face. A thumb brushed away the water which had 
spilled from 


his tearing eye. One hand disappeared as the wet towel was 
quickly taken 


away. Josh tried to smile in relief. 
“Open your eyes, Banyan.” 


“You're here,” Josh rasped, squinting at the blurry blob 
hovering 


above him. 

“Where else would | be?” the cocky s.o.b. replied. 

It took a hell of a lot of effort but Josh rolled his eyes at that. 
Dominick chuckled. “You’ve been real sick, Tarzan.” 
“Dying?” Josh croaked. 


“Not with me around, you’re not.” Although he was kind of 
blurry 


and the edges were all wrong, Josh could still tell that the 
bastard’s chest was now puffed out. 


It was Josh’s turn to laugh, if it turned into a cough nobody 
really 


cared. 


After a sip of water was given, Dominick asked gently, 
“What do 


you remember?” 


Josh could see him better now. He could see the gold flecks 
in 


those gorgeous eyes. He wasn’t dreaming. As for Dominick’s 
question, 


Josh figured he’d go with the first thing that came to mind. 
“Buzzards,” he declared simply. 


Dominick went all indignant. “You remember Fred, but you 
don’t 


remember me telling you | love you?” 
Josh carefully shook his head. “Buzzards.” 


With narrowing eyes and a suspicious twitch to his lips, 
Dominick 


asked, “You want me to Say it again, don’t you?” 
“Yeah,” Josh whispered, his energy deserting him fast. He’d 


waited six months for this. He wanted to get it good and 
clear. 


“I love you, Josh Banyan.” 


Josh closed his eyes and just as sleep claimed him he 
muttered, 


“About time.” 


* OK OK x 


Sitting on the couch was a forgotten art, some ability lost to 
the 


beanbag chairs of youth or the “go-go-go!” attitude of the 
world where one did not sit; one collapsed in pure 
exhaustion. Dominick Carlyle stopped in the doorway and 
smiled at the proof of that very statement. 


Josh Banyan sat sprawled across the old couch like a 
beached 


squid on a rock. Legs were everywhere. One socked foot 
rested on the 


floor. The other hung off the arm of the sofa, dangling naked 
in the mid- 


afternoon air. Sweatpants that had seen one too many 
washers to be truly 


categorized as clothing anymore draped across Josh’s legs. 
They 


highlighted more than hid the muscles of his calves and 
thighs. 
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Of course, this meant that Josh’s “man package,” as he’d 
heard his 


mother once put it, was on magnificent though clothed 
display. Josh 


Banyan was made for going commando. 


The rest of his body was flailed out every which way. Arms, 
head, 


fingers, and elbows found unique angles that promised to 
make Josh pay 


when he woke up and tried innocently to once again move. 
Dominick considered retreating, letting Bregan deal with the 


aftermath of the ill-planned nap. That man package, 
however, was just too 


damned tempting to abandon to the dust mites floating in 
the fan swirled 


air. 


He crept up on the unsuspecting man with a gleam in his 
eyeanda 


smorgasbord of dirty thoughts on his mind. Although he 
knew Josh was 


still only operating at maybe ninety percent, Dominick 
figured there was a hell of a lot to do with that ninety 
percent. Who knew? Maybe Dominick 


could get that stubborn ten percent jumpstarted too. After 
all, he was a 


doctor. A big, bad, bodacious— 


“Down Doctor ‘Too Big for His Britches.’” Josh didn’t even 


bother opening his eyes, just scooched his ass a little 
further into the couch cushions and sighed. 


For the last two weeks, Josh had been occupying himself by 


coming up with pet names along the lines of Jungle Boy for 
the newly 


energized doctor. Dominick kind of liked this latest one. “Just 
SO you 


know, I’m taking that one as a compliment.” 
“You do that,” Josh mumbled around a jaw-cracking yawn. 


When it became obvious Josh wasn’t going to move, 
Dominick 


warned, “You’re going to get stuck that way.” 
Peeking one eye open, Josh smirked. “I’m not thinking you’d 
mind that.” 


“What?” Dominick stubbornly stood his ground although he 
knew 


exactly what Josh was looking at. The tent in his khakis was 
a bit damning. 


Josh ran a sleepy hand across his face and chuckled. “Do | 
even 


want to know what you did with yourself while | was gone?” 


“I kept busy.” He wasn’t about to admit his infamous sexual 


proclivity had pretty much been put on ice for six months, 
save for two 


psyche-scarring debacles. Josh sure as hell didn’t need a 
bigger head than he already had. 


Josh outright laughed. “You’ve got Tomba’s number on 
speed 


dial, don’t you?” 

“Jeevers is a fine fellow.” 

“I’m sure he is.” 

“We have a lot in common.” 

“Super.” The sarcasm had a jealous bite to it that just made 
Dominick’s insides go all hot and giddy. 
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With a light step, Dominick wandered over to the side of the 


couch, his hip brushing Josh’s naked foot as he settled 
himself in to a nice lean against the wall. “Jeevers was pre- 
med for a year. He hates corn just like me. Yep, a lot in 
common.” Dominick didn’t need to see it to know 


that the eye roll was there. “And he’s one of those guys who 
commits to 


one person and sticks with him, through thick and thin and 
gazillion miles of sea water.” Dominick really hoped Banyan 
got the point. The very last 


thing he wanted to do was get all lovey-dovey with the big 
oaf. 


Josh was quiet for a few minutes. Since from his current lean 


Dominick couldn’t see the other man’s face, he was 
beginning to wonder if 


the guy had fallen back asleep. Just as he was considering 
tweaking the 


bastard’s little toe out of its socket, said bastard spoke. 
“That’s...” Josh’s voice caught for a second. “That’s good to 
know.” 


Josh sounded like he didn’t quite believe him. Despite all the 
crap 


Dominick had put him through, however, he still sounded 
like he really 


wanted to believe it. 


Dominick grinned, knowing it was a hell of a lot more than 
he 


deserved. Figuring neither one of them were up to any more 
honest 


feelings than that today, he asked the one question that 
was really 


bothering him, “Where the fuck is your sock?” 


A long and heated discussion on bare feet and man 
packages then 


took place. There was lots of skin involved and a couple of 
eager cocks 


made merry while all matters of socks and porno 
sweatpants were being 


ironed out by both grabby parties. 


It was dusk by the time the meeting and its post-coital nap 
was 


adjourned. 
Josh asked as he first woke up, “When do you go back?” 


“If you're trying to get rid of me, may | suggest first 
removing 


your dick from my ass?” 


That was as far as that discussion went as Josh took great 
pleasure 


in reaffirming his dick’s place in Dominick’s ass many times 
that night. 


* OK OOK OX 


The months wound by and after several aborted attempts at 


finding out when Dominick was going back home, finally 
Josh just let it go and enjoyed. He had known Dominick 
hadn’t been happy at his job. When 


the man had let it slip that he was taking a sabbatical for a 
while, Josh just grinned and dragged Dominick’s ass back up 
the volcano’s side. 


Josh split his time between his research on the upwelling of 


magma known as the Tristan hotspot to geophysicists and 
on the continued 


study of Redford’s beloved Icebirds. 


While Josh was far from an expert in ornithology, he had 
picked 


up enough knowledge from following Redford around for 
those few years 
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to know enough to at least add to Red’s volumes of 
research. Red’s work 


on the Icebirds was nowhere near complete, but after one 
year of being 


back on Tristan, Josh had a decision to make. 


While he would eagerly stay on the island for years if not for 
the 


rest of his life, Josh knew it wasn’t fair to ask Dominick to 
stay away from his own life and career any longer. The 
question was, what was Josh going 


to do? 


Josh’s life, his work, was here on an island known as the 
most 


isolated place on Earth. 


Dominick’s life, his family, his work was half a world away in 
a 


whole different kind of hotspot. The world of Miami and its 
Keys was as 


far removed from Tristan da Cunha as the sun was from the 
moon. 


The choice for Josh came down to honoring the legacy of his 
very 


best friend Redford Lyons or grasping with both hands and 
total heart the 


love of Dominick Carlyle. 
The choice was easy. 


As Fate would have it, Dominick had chosen the very same 
thing. 


* OK OOK x 


It was Sunday. The afternoon had been long and windswept. 


Josh’s plans of hiking one last time up to the Icebirds’ south 
nesting fields had been sadly scrapped as the unusually 
spirited gusts from the sea would have made the trek a little 
too dangerous even for Josh. He had turned back halfway up 
Queen Mary’s Peak, determined to get up before dawn the 
next 


day and make one last final visit. 


Much as Dominick had done to Josh, Josh had decided to rely 
on 


ambush tactics. He had to get Dominick not to put up a fuss 
when Josh left with him. The boat to South Africa was 
leaving tomorrow. It would be the 


last reasonably comfortable way of leaving the island for the 
next six 


months. 


Dominick had already given up enough of his life for him. 
Josh 


wouldn’t allow for any more of his time to be lost. 
Josh had already booked their passage on the boat. Their 


belongings were small and would take less than an hour to 
pack up. Josh 


would have him shuffled on board before Dominick even 
knew what was 


happening. 


It was a grand plan—and we all know how grand plans 
usually go. 


Traipsing down the village lane as he did almost every day, 
Josh 


passed a little cottage. Or, he supposed, it used to be a 
cottage, way before he had gotten there. Now it was the 
doctor's office. Dr. Freeman had been 


back for months and the little house made the perfect place 
for him to see to all the islands’ ills. With two hundred and 
sixty-four residents, there were a lot of ills. 
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Just as Josh was wondering if he should start saying his 
goodbyes 


tonight, something strange caught his eye. The black iron 
shingle that hung above the cottage’s door no longer read 
Dr. Albert Freeman. It read Dr. 


Dominick Carlyle. 


“Looks nice, don’t you think?” Dominick strolled up behind 
him. 


“Looks permanent.” Josh couldn’t look at him right now. He 
couldn’t breathe either. 


Dominick stepped up beside him and bumped his shoulder 
as they 


both stared at the gently swinging shingle. “Well, | don’t see 
you leaving Redford’s Icebirds any time soon, so | think 
permanent’s just fine.” 


Josh could hardly swallow past the lump that had just grown 
in his 


throat. “What about Pepper Key?” He had to make sure this 
was real, that 


this could happen. He glanced over at Dominick, praying for 
a thought-out 


answer. 


Dominick looked utterly smug. “I put out the job opening on 
the 


Monday before | left. By Thursday | had seventeen very 
eager, very 


Capable candidates busting down my door.” 
“Speaking of your door...” Josh had to cover all the bases. 


This time, Dominick shrugged almost sheepishly. “Well, it 
might 


not have hurt that the job came with a beachfront house.” 
Before Josh 


could even ask, Dominick answered, “And we'll vacation at 
Red’s every 


year.” 


There were damned tears in Josh’s eyes now. “With the bird 
in the 


freezer?” 
Dominick reached out and ran his thumb gently over Josh’s 


mouth. He was smiling, looking as goofy as hell. “Wouldn’t 
have it any 


other way, Banyan.” 
“Thank you.” It was all Josh could think to say. 
Dominick shrugged, looking down at his feet. “Thank you, 


Joshua. I’ve got a reason now for, you know, living. | didn’t 
before you.” 


The pieces all started coming together: How Dominick knew 
that 


old Doc Freeman had been threatening retirement for years. 
How 


Dominick knew how or even where to go to get to Tristan. 
How he knew 


and how he understood that Josh needed Redford’s work to 
give that 


tragedy a meaning—a reason. “Carolina?” Josh asked, 
although he already 


knew. 
Dominick met his eyes and nodded. “Carolina.” 


Josh grinned. “You didn’t leave behind that ‘fuck me and 
bury me 


in the piles rug,’ did you?” 


“Nope.” Dominick was looking smug again. “Left the damn 
couch 


though.” 


Josh wrapped his arms around Dominick’s neck and 
devoured his 


mouth in a kiss. He pulled back just enough to whisper, “l 
love you.” 
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Dominick grinned. “Love you back, Tarzan.” 


THE END 


Visit www.ravenousromance.com for more great stories by 
Chloe 


Stowe! 
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